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ABSTRACT
REFLECTS ACTIONS: THEORY AND PRACTICE 
IN TEACHING WRITING
by
Amber Dahlin Ahlstrom 
University of New Hampshire, May, 1991
The purpose of this study was to better understand 
the relationship between theory and practice in teaching 
writing.
Chapter I outlines the methodology and issues of the 
book: definitions of theory and practice, reflective 
practice, skewed perceptions of what teaching is and what 
constitutes knowledge. I set the groundwork for a view 
of theory as an activity owned by both researchers and 
practitioners.
Understanding private theory is essential to 
understanding teaching. In Chapter II, I show that 
theory is both personal and public, both a construct and 
an action. This view validates practitioner knowledge 
and unites theory and practice.
Chapter III depicts the setting of the study, the 
University of New Hampshire. I also examine the English 
Department and the specific constraints the teachers in 
the study faced as they taught.
vii
Chapter IV portrays Margaret, a vibrant, organized, 
experienced teacher at UNH. Margaret illustrates the 
long-lasting effect of growing up in a particular 
teaching environment and attests to the value of 
sustained reflection.
Richard was a nervous but jovial novice teacher.
His portrait offers a description of a lively classroom; 
a writer/teacher searching for order from chaos; a person 
reflecting, experimenting, and learning with his 
students.
The final portrait is of Gretchen. who encountered 
new ideas and behavior at odds with her prior beliefs.
Her struggle to reconcile her old beliefs with her new 
environment is a testament to the flexibility and 
resilience of theory.
In the final chapter, I look at how certain kinds of 
knowledge are valued and devalued. I contend that low 
pay and low prestige for teachers result from a skewed 
view of practice and that a more accurate view must 
include private theory. Contemporary books on teaching 
writing valorize public theory while ignoring private 
theory (the most important kind). I offer a set of 
practical suggestions for eliciting private theory.
The integration of reflection, theory, and practice 
is necessary to produce change in schools. As a step 
toward such change, I invite the reader to reflect.
viii




ACTIVE THEORY, REFLECTIVE PRACTICE
"...unless a fundamental question is being seen 
freshly it isn't being seen as a question at all." 
William E. Coles, Jr. (2)
In The Making of Knowledge in Composition, a book 
which seems well on its way to canonization in the field, 
Stephen North identifies various kinds of knowledge in 
composition, distinguishing the general, practical 
knowledge of Practitioners from the specific, theoretical 
knowledge of Researchers and Scholars. The classroom 
teacher is seen as a technician, implementing knowledge 
derived from outside sources.
Such a view relegates the teacher to a low-status 
position--an implementer rather than a discoverer, a lab 
assistant rather than a researcher, an unthinking actor 
rather than an acting thinker. In this dissertation I 
take the opposite point of view, crediting teachers as 
both theorizers and practicers, and provide a fuller 
picture of the source of teacher knowledge and its 
manifestations.
Who Knows What
North writes in ambiguous terms of practitioners, 
seemingly trying to credit their knowledge, yet damning
1
with faint praise. He says, for example, that 
"Practitioners are bound to seem consistently 
undiscriminating, illogical and sloppy" but that their 
knowledge, "lore," is a "very rich and powerful" kind of 
knowledge (33).
While acknowledging the value of practitioner
knowledge, North believes that true inquiry involves only
"new" knowledge, contending that most practice "is largely
a matter of routine" (33). In his attempt to identify
what practitioners do. North glosses over an important
aspect of teaching life: that every situation is in fact
"new." He writes:
Practitioners could be said to be facing new practical 
problems, and so making such "new" contributions, all 
the time. That is, they work with students who can be 
said to change from day to day, even hour to hour. The 
student for whom one prescribes a regimen of sentence- 
combining today is not exactly like any student ever 
assigned it before, and will not even be quite like 
today's "herself" tomorrow. (33)
To say that "Practitioners themselves neither 
conceive of nor perform their work as though this were the 
case" (33) fosters, I believe, a superficial view of the 
dynamics of teaching. I contend that practitioners do 
indeed face new students, new situations, new constraints 
and complexities, every hour of every day, and that 
practitioners are acutely aware of that fact.
Maxine Greene writes that the teacher "has to keep 
asking seriously: What does the known demand of me as a
2
teacher? Each day of his life within the classroom, he 
has to choose" (Teacher as Stranger 152). (Also see Life 
in Classrooms, where Jackson documents that teachers make 
over two hundred decisions each hour, and School teacher, 
where Lortie suggests the complexities of everyday 
teaching life.)
North recognizes the "half-formed guesses and cloudy 
intuitions" which he himself operates by (42), yet he 
dismisses them. It seems that what is not understood is 
in some way not real, not creditable. In this study, I 
draw out those "half-formed guesses," and decipher the 
process by which unformed intuitions become thoughtful 
action.
Other compositionists, like Glenda Bissex, Sondra 
Perl and Nancy Wilson, write about teachers becoming 
researchers in their own classrooms. I believe that 
teachers already are researchers, unrecognized and 
overlooked. Therefore, while I disagree with many of 
North's statements regarding practitioners, I also take 
his advice: "Practitioners need to defend themselves--to 
argue for the value of what they know, and how they come 
to know it" (55).
In thinking about practitioner theories, I have been 
influenced by a number of scholars, primarily North,
George Kelly, and Donald Schon. George Kelly, in his book 
A Theory of Personality, argues that all of us are
3
Iresearchers, continually experimenting simply by virtue of 
existing in the world. Kelly sees the universe as a 
process and every human inhabitant as an active scientist, 
"not merely a near-sighted bystander to the goings-on of 
the real world" (8). Through our interaction with the 
world, we construct theories about its operations and our 
place in them.
Theories, Kelly writes, are ways of "binding together 
a multitude of facts so that one may comprehend them all 
at once" (18) and are thus inextricably bound to our 
activities in the world. A theory provides "a basis for 
an active approach to life, not merely a comfortable 
armchair from which to contemplate its vicissitudes with 
detached complaisance" (19).
Furthermore, because theorizing is not separate from
the nature of human beings, it can be conducted
unconsciously. Kelly writes,
A person is not necessarily articulate about the 
constructions he places upon his world. Some of his 
constructions are not symbolized by words; he can 
express them only in pantomime. Even the elements 
which are construed may have no verbal handles by which 
they can be manipulated and the person finds himself 
responding to them with speechless impulse. (16)
Kelly's model of theory-building refutes the 
dichotomy between theory and practice, between thinking 
and acting. In essence, Kelly argues that thinking and 
acting are intertwined, and that behavior is an
4
experiment. He are all scientists, continually 
constructing our own personal theories.
This view of human-as-scientist is an appropriate 
lens for examining teachers. If a teacher is a scientist, 
then her behavior may be seen as an experiment, her theory 
as both a consequence and a director of behavior. Kelly 
defines a theory as "simply a way of highlighting events 
so they may be viewed in some kind of perspective" 
("Behavior" 260). Using that definition, theory is both 
an activity (the highlighting of events) and an object (a 
construct which may be changed or replaced). In this 
view, all human beings have theories, whether or not they 
are articulated. Further, behavior is inextricably bound 
with theory--we exemplify our theories in our behavior and 
modify our behavior as we construct new theories.
Robert Parker, a Canadian researcher working with
teacher theories, echoes Kelly's concept of human-as-
scientist. He notes:
...teachers are urged to have a theory; teaching, they 
are told, improves when it is theory-based. Very 
seldom, though, do writing scholars or writing 
educators suggest that teachers are, by their nature as 
human beings, constructors and users of theories." 
("Theories" 19)
...If teachers do have personal theories, what do these 
theories look like? What sort of relationship exists 
between teachers' personal, private theories of writing 
instruction (or reading, or grammar, or whatever) and 
the impersonal, public theories proposed by scholars? 
("Theories" 20)
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Current research suggests that teachers' personal 
theories are far more complex and idiosyncratic than 
public theories, and that the relationship between public 
and private theories may be more tenuous than composition 
scholars would like to believe. If there is a tenuous 
connection between the two spheres, then we may be 
accomplishing little in teacher education and in-service 
programs which simply expose teachers to public theories. 
If, however, we learn more about the nature of private 
theories--where they originate, how they evolve, their 
relationship to action--we will be better prepared to 
design effective teacher-education programs.
Donald Schon allows us to move to a consideration of 
"professional-as-scientist." He argues, in The Reflective 
Practitioner, that it is futile to separate theory from 
practice in any profession. He traces the roots of 
current disillusionment in and with various professions to 
the rise of Positivism in the nineteenth century. He 
notes that the methods and ends of technical rationality 
may serve some professions (medicine or law) well, but 
that most professions (architecture, engineering, 
teaching, social work) are constricted by traditional 
ideas of knowledge. A psychiatrist, for example, is not 
working within clearly defined parameters; each case is 
unique and must be dealt with on its own terms.
6
Like Schon, Henry Giroux traces the current state of 
schools back to the growth of positivism. He describes 
the assumptions of positivism as follows (Ideology 117):
1. The "relationship of theory to practice is 
primarily technical."
2. There is "only one scientific method."
3. "Knowledge is inherently neutral."
4. "Scientific inquiry itself is value free."
Schon argues that professionals are not bankrupt and
they do not need more research to tell them what to do.
Professionals are engaged in a specific kind of inquiry
which both elicits and requires a particular kind of
knowledge: reflection-in-action. He writes:
When someone reflects-in-action, he becomes a 
researcher in the practice context. He is not 
dependent on the categories of established theory and 
technique, but constructs a new theory of the unique 
case. His inquiry is not limited to a deliberation 
about means which depends on a prior agreement about 
ends. He does not keep means and ends separate, but 
defines them interactively as he frames a problematic 
situation. He does not separate thinking from doing, 
ratiocinating his way to a decision which he must later 
convert to action. Because his experimenting is a kind 
of action, implementation is built into his inquiry. 
(68)
This view about the relationship of research to 
practice differs from the traditional one. Certainly it 
differs from the view espoused by many compositionists, 
most prominently Stephen North. Somewhere beyond North's 
version of "new" knowledge lies an explanation of how 
teachers think, respond, and react to classroom 
situations--and in that territory also lies this 
dissertation.
7
Research Questions and Assumptions
This project aims to illuminate, in a particular 
context, the relationship between theory and practice in 
teaching writing. The guiding questions of my study 
include the following: Nhere do theories come from? Are 
teachers aware of holding theories? How do theories 
evolve? Is there an internal hierarchy to theories? Does 
it make sense to view theory and practice as separate 
entities? How do teachers view this split? Is theory 
reflected in practice? How does the local environment 
affect a teacher's theory and practice? How does personal 
history affect a teacher's theory and practice?
My first assumption was that naturalistic inquiry 
would give me best access to my area of primary interest: 
studying teachers in their own settings. Because of my 
interest in development and change, it was appropriate to 
place myself in a position to observe and record that 
change. I wanted to understand theories and practices as 
they appeared in real classrooms.
Another assumption preceding my study was that 
practitioners are worth studying--the "ordinary" teacher 
has something of value to tell the wider community. As 
Geertz writes in Local Knowledge, "All we can hope for, 
which if it were to happen would be that rarest of 
phenomena, a useful miracle, is that we can devise ways to 
gain access to one another's vocational lives” (160).
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I also believe that teachers can articulate theory, 
and that I can extrapolate theory from behavior. Using 
Kelly's principle that behavior is an experiment, we could 
say that all teachers are continually experimenting. An 
analysis of behavior leads us, then, to an understanding 
of a particular teacher's experiments (context, goals, 
methods, adaptations).
A division between public and private theory also 
informs my thinking. That is, an exploration of a 
classroom teacher’s theories is based upon a distinction 
between public and private theories. I define the two as 
follows: A public theory of teaching composition is one 
which has been consciously articulated and disseminated to 
an audience beyond its holder. Primarily I mean theories 
which appear in professional literature as journal 
articles or books--items which are deliberately prepared 
for public discussion. A public theory need not enjoy 
nationwide circulation, however. Any person could 
consciously articulate and disseminate, either orally or 
in writing, a theory of teaching composition.
A private theory is the set of beliefs, attitudes, 
and assumptions by which every person, consciously or 
unconsciously, views the teaching of composition. Private 
theories reside in persons. Based on personal experience, 
behavior, and reasoning, they are intimately connected to 
individuals, although they may be made up of elements from
9
Ipublic theories. Such a distinction illuminates the main 
focus of the research, which is on the individual 
practitioner.
The interaction between personal and private spheres 
constantly changes. Ronald Laing writes that each and 
every person ”is at the same time separate from his 
fellows and related to them. Such separateness and 
relatedness are mutually necessary postulates" (The 
Divided Self 25). Likewise, in the spheres of theory and 
practice, the issue is not separation but interaction.
Like Donahue and Quandahl writing on interactive 
pedagogies in Reclaiming Pedagogy, I am "less interested 
in the fact of socialness... than in particular kinds of 
socialness, the cultural inscriptions in any text, 
including the pedagogical scene" (9).
Methodology
I explored my questions about theory and practice in 
a variety of ways: classroom observations, interviews, and 
documents. I had four participants in the research, 
identified on the basis of their teaching experience and 
willingness to participate. Each of them taught Freshman 
English (401) in the spring of 1990 at the University of 
New Hampshire, and each of them created a distinct version 
of the class. The course requirements and administrative 
constraints required some conformity, yet within that 
conformity of practice there existed wide discrepancy in
10
theory. Looking at private and public beliefs, 
reflection, and action, I extrapolated each teacher's 
theory of teaching writing. In the write-up stage, I 
dropped one case study, one of two experienced teachers at 
UNH, because the data seemed duplicative.
The remaining three teachers brought to the study 
different backgrounds. Richard was a technical writer, 
hoping to make it as a full-time fiction writer. He had 
never taught in a classroom situation before coming to 
UNH, and his participation gave me a view of a novice 
teacher.
Margaret cut her teeth at UNH, having attended 
graduate school and spent her teaching career there. The 
local surroundings were as familiar as they could possibly 
be, and she offered me a picture of a teacher who had 
matured in a single environment.
Gretchen had taught at several schools in 
Massachusetts before coming to UNH and she underwent a 
kind of culture shock her first semester of teaching 401. 
She gave me a view of an experienced, transplanted 
teacher.
Before the semester began, I taped open-ended 
interviews with each teacher, asking about their 
educational background, beliefs about teaching writing, 
feelings and plans for the upcoming semester, and who or
11
what people, texts, and experiences had influenced their 
thinking about teaching.
I continued to collect background information through 
interviews. Host frequently I asked, "Why did you do
______________ ?" At the end of the study, I held a final
interview with each participant. At that point, I asked 
explicitly about that person's theory of teaching writing. 
In each case, it was similar to what I had already pieced 
together from working with the person over the semester. 
Each participant had input into the write-up, and all of 
the teachers felt that the portraits were accurate and 
f ai r.
In addition to talking with participants, I observed 
each teacher's 401 class for the entire semester, creating 
in field notes the thick description of the classroom 
(Geertz).
I continually returned to the conceptual framework of 
the project. In this case, the key factors were practice 
(what does the teacher do?) and theory (why is the teacher 
doing this?) My field notes consisted primarily of 
activities. The interviews illuminated goals and beliefs.
In addition, Richard and Gretchen both kept "teaching 
journals" in which they recorded their feelings, hopes, 
disappointments, and plans over the semester. The 
journals yielded rich insight into what Schon calls 
"ref 1ection-in-action," or thinking-about-teaching.
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Margaret did not keep a journal during the semester I 
observed her course, but she did give me a copy of the 
journal she kept during her first semester of teaching. 
Gretchen also gave me access to her teaching notes from 
her previous teaching. These documents gave me an 
opportunity to analyte change in teaching patterns over 
time.
I also collected syllabi, class handouts, and 
assignments from all of the teachers. I got a copy of 
whatever they handed out to students over the semester.
In addition, I collected material given to the teachers in 
staff meetings and mailboxes. I took a final survey of 
each class, interviewed individual students, examined 
course evaluations for each class, and tape-recorded one 
day of each teacher's conferences. These multiple sources 
allowed me to triangulate information.
As I immersed myself in the project over the 
semester, I wrote weekly memos on each teacher to anchor 
the wealth of data and maintain my focus. At the end of 
the semester I began coding and analyzing data. I 
returned to my initial questions (page 8) and formulated a 
coding scheme which highlighted my concerns. I looked for 
patterns, duplication, and contradictions, and searched 
for a way to highlight each portrait.
The metaphors which I use in the individual portraits 
(Chapters IV, V, and VI) emerged from the data. Margaret
13
was an avid bread-baker, Richard loved to fly-fish, 
Gretchen was a homemaker as well as a graduate student.
The metaphors, therefore, arose from each teacher’s 
personality.
(For a more detailed description of methodology, see 
Appendix A.)
Naming Our Knowledge
Of course, as I looked for a way to explain what I 
had seen and experienced over the semester, I engaged in a 
necessarily reductive activity. I selected metaphors 
because they immediately and vividly convey an 
encompassing impression. Yet the metaphors I selected 
cannot fully embody the richness and complexity of theory 
and practice. The portraits I provide cannot contain the 
experiences themselves. The metaphors don't "fit" 
entirely; they simply suggest ways of seeing.
Yet, as Lakoff and Johnson illustrate in Metaphors We
Live By, the metaphors we utilize in speaking and writing
can illuminate the beliefs behind them:
Our ordinary conceptual system, in terms of which we 
both think and act, is fundamentally metaphorical in 
nature. That concepts that govern our thought are not 
just matters of the intellect. They also govern our 
everyday functioning, down to the most mundane details. 
Our concepts structure what we perceive, how we get 
around in the world, and how we relate to other people. 
Our conceptual system thus plays a central role in 
defining our everyday realities. If we are right in 
suggesting that our conceptual system is largely 
metaphorical, then the way we think, what we 
experience, and what we do every day is very much a 
matter of metaphor. (3)
14
Because I share Lakoff and Johnson's belief in the 
power of metaphor to shape our lives, I look critically at 
metaphors which objectify theory and practice and put them 
in opposition to one another. The view implicit in 
North's work, for example, is that theory is a thing 
constructed by researchers and scholars, and practice is a 
thing done by mere practitioners. If only practitioners 
would take their thing and exchange it for the 
researchers' thing, practice would be much improved.
I want to suggest that by utilizing alternative 
metaphors we can increase our understanding of the 
relationship of theory to practice. Alternative metaphors 
offer a view of theory and practice as intertwined actions 
performed by real, thinking, interpreting, creating 
people. Composition scholars like Berlin, Bizzell, and 
Faigley argue that our world is social and our activities 
and beliefs inevitably formed and defined by our 
surroundings. Such a view is corroborated in this study. 
Theory and practice are formed in a social environment.
But because, as Kelly shows, human beings are active 
thinkers and experimenters, the dynamics of theory and 
practice are different for each teacher. It is the 
concrete manifestations of those differences which form 
the heart of this study. Geertz writes, "To an 
ethnographer, sorting through the machinery of distant 
ideas, the shapes of knowledge are always ineluctably
15
local, indivisible from their instruments and their 
encasements" (Local Knowledge 4). What follows is my 
rendering of a local environment, its instruments and 
encasements, its inhabitants in all their charm and 
contradiction, and my own speculations about the workings 
of the environment, the actions of the people, and the 
implications of our perceptions of the scene.
In one sense, I am turning the same ground as Wendy 
Bishop in her 1990 study, Something Old, Something New.
She followed five college teachers who returned to school, 
explored the effect of a "Teaching Basic Writing" class on 
them, and demonstrated the complexity of interaction 
between theories and practices. This study similarly 
involves college writing teachers and explores the 
relationship between theory and practice. However, I 
include teachers from novice to experienced. Further, my 
focus is not on a single teacher-education course. I 
wanted to understand the variety of factors which 
influenced teachers as they worked.
Perhaps more important, I am interested in the 
implications of Bishop's study and my own work. In a 
field struggling to define itself and to make claims about 
what constitutes knowledge and power, the debate is in 
danger of being conducted in a vacuum. If theorists and 
researchers are only talking to themselves, while
16
practitioners scorn any value in theory, the chances for 
significant change in teaching writing are slim.
Dichotomies between theory and practice, researchers 
and practitioners, do not provide an accurate picture of 
teaching and they divide the field. A view of 
practitioners as theory-less and researchers as heartless 
cannot bode well for growth or outside respect. This 
study counteracts such a narrow view.
17
Chapter II
AN ALTERNATIVE DEFINITION OF THEORY AND PRACTICE
"...theory is no monolith but a productive agency 
that is itself modified when engaged in reading the 
classroom." (Donahue and Quandahl 2)
I make in this chapter the claim that theory and 
practice are not separate entities but parts of a greater 
whole--tacit knowledge. The teachers I studied were not 
at times theoretical and at times atheoretical, but were 
at all times operating within the sphere of tacit 
knowledge, alternating between focal and subsidiary 
knowledge.
Tacit Knowledge
The terms I use here, "tacit knowledge," and "focal" 
and "subsidiary" knowledge, are from the work of Michael 
Polanyi. His essays in Knowing and Being set a framework 
for understanding how the human mind works. Most 
important, he describes the primary kind of knowing for 
human beings: tacit knowledge. The concept of tacit 
knowing is central to my own understanding of theory and 
practice, so I trace his work in some depth below.
All knowledge, Polanyi writes, is either tacit or 
grounded in tacit knowledge. He gives the following 
example:
18
If I know how to ride a bicycle or how to swim, this 
does not mean that I can tell how I manage to keep my 
balance on a bicycle or keep afloat when swimming. I 
may not have the slightest idea of how I do this or 
even an entirely wrong or grossly imperfect idea of 
it, and yet go on cycling or swimming merrily. Nor 
can it be said that I know how to bicycle or swim and 
yet do not know how to coordinate the complex pattern 
of muscular acts by which I do my cycling or swimming. 
I both know how to carry out these performances as a 
whole and also know how to carry out the elementary 
acts which constitute them, though I cannot tell what 
these acts are. (141-42)
Other examples of tacit knowledge Polanyi gives are 
the ability to recognize a face in a crowd and to 
understand sentences which are entirely new to us. He 
cannot say exactly how we recognize a face. He don't 
know why we can build and understand sentences which we 
have never heard. This is tacit knowledge.
According to Polanyi, tacit knowledge is comprised 
of subsidiary and focal knowledge. Subsidiary knowledge 
is the body of clues we use to understand something else, 
subsidiary to our understanding but not unconscious.
That is, if I were to take up a pen and paper to write 
something, my knowledge that these were necessary in 
order to write would be subsidiary. I could explain that 
I needed the tools if I were asked, but this knowledge is 
not important to me in and of itself; this subsidiary 
knowledge aids me in grasping focal knowledge, which 
would be the writing itself.
The concepts of focal and subsidiary knowledge help 
explain why the teachers could readily supply reasons for
19
their actions: they articulated their subsidiary 
knowledge. Alternatively, when they said, "I don't 
know," but still believed in an activity, they 
exemplified another of Polanyi's concepts, that "tacit 
knowledge can be discovered, without our being able to 
identify what it is we have come to know” (142).
When the teachers said, "it works," I think they
were giving further examples of their tacit knowledge.
Jackson, in Life in Classrooms, records the "fleeting
behavioral cues" which experienced teachers described
(120-121). Gretchen and Margaret, both experienced
teachers, articulated the subsidiary knowledge which made
up their tacit knowledge: the students' faces "lit up" or
the students got a "blank look" or the energy in the
classroom shifted. Richard, an inexperienced teacher,
more often was unable to describe the "why's." Perhaps
he put all of his energy into gaining tacit knowledge.
Perhaps every classroom teacher can only absorb tacitly
initially. Polanyi writes,
The clues of tacit knowing and the elements of tacit 
performing are usually difficult to identify and 
sometimes they are quite unspecifiable. Again, tacit 
integration may often take place effortlessly 
unnoticed by ourselves. But all this does not make a 
subsidiary state an unconscious one. (194)
Experienced teachers learn to articulate their 
subsidiary knowledge and to move back and forth between 
focal and subsidiary knowledge. Once they have a tacit
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knowledge of the classroom, they can alternate more 
easily between particular and comprehensive.
In terms of teaching, if the classroom, the teacher, 
the students, what the teacher says and does, what 
students say and do, etc.--if the goal-directed situation 
itself--is the "focal" knowledge, then the "subsidiary" 
knowledge would be the parts: the explicit statements of 
the teacher, the specific activities she or he chooses.
It is possible to alternate looking at these parts and 
from these parts to the whole. This dissertation 
alternates between part and whole, focal and subsidiary, 
much as the teachers themselves alternated in their day- 
to-day work.
Let us look more closely at the features of tacit 
knowledge and trace their specific appearance in the 
classroom. Polanyi describes the various kinds of tacit 
knowing (p. 182):
a. That used to develop a skill, when we attend 
from a set of elementary motions to their purpose;
b. That used in "the reading of a physiognomy" when 
we attend from the features of a face to the mood of a 
person;
c. That used when we find our way blindfold by the 
use of a stick;
d. That of a speculative skill, when the player 
sees "the way the chess-men jointly bear on his 
chances of winning the game."
Teachers have all of those ways of knowing.
Certainly the teachers I worked with did. All of them
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Imoved about the classroom, wrote on the board, and handed 
out papers, and all of them did this while attending to 
the purpose behind it. When Margaret sat at the rear of 
the classroom during introductions she was not primarily 
interested in obtaining a view of students' heads. Her 
purpose was to remove herself as the main audience for 
the speakers and to force students to talk to their 
peers. She attended from her placement in the room to 
the effect she wanted. Classroom life is filled with 
examples of this kind of knowing, when teachers use 
subsidiary knowledge (the motion of their bodies, for 
instance) to attend to focal knowledge (whatever they 
want to convey).
In addition, the teachers commented on "reading" the 
students, watching their faces for signs of boredom or 
awareness. Gretchen talked about "losing them," and she 
used tacit knowledge to determine whether or not this had 
happened.
The teachers used various measures to assess their 
territory. For instance, Gretchen asked students to 
write her a letter about their research project. By 
Polanyi's metaphor, she was using a stick to determine 
response. Her focus was not on the stick (the letter 
itself) but in trying to understand where the students 
were.
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IFinally, all of the teachers continually assessed 
their classrooms by attending from the joint workings of 
all the elements to their own goals. Given the multiple 
goals of the teachers, such assessment was a complicated 
task. Richard wanted students to generate lots of 
material, become critical readers, work with one another 
well, learn to critique their own work, and become 
acquainted with published writers. He balanced those 
goals by continually assessing the joint workings of the 
classroom. If people weren't working together well, he 
switched groups. If he thought they needed more "rough 
stuff," he dreamed up another short writing exercise. If 
they weren't responsive to a published piece of writing, 
he initially kept with it, forcing them to work with the 
material. Later, he selected different material which 
was not so difficult.
The concept of tacit knowing is tremendously helpful 
in understanding the relationship between theory and 
practice in teaching writing. It explains the scorn 
which practitioners hold for "pure theory" and the scorn 
which researchers have for "mere practice." Polanyi 
provides further insight into this rift with a 
clarification of the range of tacit knowledge. It is 
possible, Polanyi argues, to operate in purely tacit 
knowledge, where both subsidiary and focal are tacit; 
these people simply live without making explicit what
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they do and why. This is a common view of practitioners, 
offered by analysts from Jackson to North.
Next, knowledge can become more explicit. A person 
can communicate explicit knowledge whose meaning is 
tacit. The teachers I studied were able to articulate 
explicit knowledge, such as "critical reading skills," 
whose meaning was tacit (performance in the classroom). 
Another example might be Elizabeth Kubler-Ross’s work on 
death. Her analysis of the emotional stages of death 
makes explicit her (and our) tacit knowledge of death. 
This movement from tacit to explicit is important because 
it allows people to reflect on what they know. The issue 
of reflective practice, which Schon argues is at the 
heart of professionalism, arises from the ability to 
identify tacit and explicit knowledge.
But the existence of a purely explicit knowledge is
impossible. Polanyi writes,
...deprived of their tacit coefficients, all spoken 
words, all formulae, all maps and graphs, are strictly 
meaningless. An exact mathematical theory means 
nothing unless we recognize an inexact non- 
mathematical knowledge on which it bears and a person 
whose judgment upholds this bearing. (195)
Polanyi virtually invalidates "pure theory," an act 
which has tremendous implications for understanding 
public and private theory and for designing teacher- 
training courses. From Polanyi's standpoint, the further 
removed a theory is from tacit knowledge, the less
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meaning it has. Practitioners have always known this, 
which explains their reluctance to spend time on theory, 
opting instead to talk about what to do in class on 
Tuesday.
In the final chapter, I will talk more about those 
implications. At this juncture, the important point is 
that all knowledge is tacit. In the remainder of this 
chapter, I utilize Polanyi's definition of tacit 
knowledge to view other studies and to show how an 
understanding of tacit knowledge illuminates previous 
work on theory and practice.
Lore and Tacit Knowledge
I begin again with Stephen North's book, The Making 
of Knowledge in Composition. His chapter on 
practitioners centers around the concept of "lore," that 
"accumulated body of traditions, practices, and beliefs 
in terms of which Practitioners understand how writing is 
done, learned, and taught." To talk about practitioner 
knowledge in terms of lore is, ultimately, condescending. 
More accurate terminology (such as tacit knowledge) would 
lead to a better understanding of and respect for 
practitioner knowledge.
In many ways, lore sounds like tacit knowledge, but 
a key difference between the two is the attitude 
generated by the words.




Includes more than can 
be said




Tacit knowing is both a 
construct and an action
Created and assimilated 
by individuals
Reliable, because it 
includes so much practical 
knowledge
Reliable, because saying is 
different from knowing; 
cloudy intuition is 
validated
Lore is a negative description of tacit knowledge, 
and the primary difference between the two is not one of 
definition but of attitude. For instance, North talks 
about how contributions from other kinds of inquiry are 
changed by practitioners: "Because lore is fundamentally 
pragmatic, contributions to it have to be framed in 
practical terms, as knowledge about what to do; if they 
aren't, they will be changed." (25) This seems to me a 
natural assimilation of explicit knowledge into tacit 
knowledge. The changes practitioners make in adapting 
the ideas of others are termed "tinkering" by North, an
Lore
Pragmatic
Includes more knowledge 
than can possibly be used




"House of Lore" is a 
body of knowledge
"Tinkered with" by 
individuals
Unreliable, because it 
includes so much (nothing 
is ever dropped)
Unreliable, because what 
practitioners really use 
is cloudy intuition
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activity which he says "seems terribly disturbing."
(15)
In a field whose center is written language, word 
choice matters a great deal. Children tinker with toys. 
North tinkers with practitioners, perhaps. But 
practitioners do not tinker their lives away. A more 
appropriate description would be bridging explicit and 
tacit knowledge, or reflecting-in-action. I am not 
arguing here only one word but over an attitude which is 
reflected in North's perception of practitioners.
However good-hearted his intentions in describing 
practitioners, his word choice betrays his condescension.
Such condescension results partially because North 
does not fully understand the nature of tacit knowledge, 
even in himself. He says that the cycle which most 
characterizes practitioner investigations is that "clear 
though they may be in retrospect, causes are seldom much 
more than cloudy, changeable hypotheses." (42) Later he 
writes, "Despite their potency as indices of change, 
then, these more holistic responses tend to elude precise 
formulation." (49)
He is talking about two related issues here, tacit 
knowledge and a lack of reflection-in-action. Tacit 
knowledge may indeed be cloudy, and the circumstances of 
teaching demand constant changeable hypotheses. But 
ref1ection-in-action can clarify our tacit knowledge,
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make the known easier to identify and thus to change; it 
can clarify cloudy intuitions. So what North seems to be 
describing is not, I would argue, a dominant 
characteristic of practitioner inquiry. There's nothing 
mystical about it, or untrustable--any more than 
identifying a face from a crowd is a mystical activity.
The idea of reflection-in-action can help us
understand, validate, and change tacit knowledge. If
North were operating under a different definition of
knowledge, he would perhaps not have been in a quandary
in his own work. He writes of one experience with a
graduate student trying to pass her comprehensive exams,
and of the frustration both of them underwent until she
finally passed:
I was making new guesses about cause on the fly all 
the time, and these would lead to new approaches. But 
we were both too bent on finding solutions to stop and 
seriously try to unravel the impossible complexities 
of just what was going "wrong." What had to take 
precedence over why. (42)
Flung into the arena of purely tacit knowing, North 
tried to quickly meet the demands of a particular 
situation. Any classroom teacher could understand the 
stress of the situation North describes. Certainly he or 
she or they finally did something right, since the 
student eventually passed. But suppose North had taken 
the time to stop and seriously try to unravel events. If 
he had reflected-in-action, he might have been able to
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clarify his cloudy intuitions and halp the studant pass 
earlier. The problem was not his uncertainty but his 
failure to examine that uncertainty.
I would view North's reaction as perfectly natural, 
and I would accept his inability to articulate exactly 
what was happening. At the same time, I would suggest 
that teaching could be improved by conscious reflection- 
in-action, and that subsidiary knowledge, by being 
articulated, could become a more effective part of focal 
knowledge.
Theories-of-Action and Tacit Knowledge 
Another view of teachers is offered by Chris Argyris 
and Donald Schon, in their book Theory in Practice: 
Increasing Professional Effectiveness. Again, Polanyi's 
work offers a different entrance to their argument. The 
terminology is different but the ideas are the same.
While not citing Polanyi, Argyris and Schon argue 
the same line, that theory and action are parts of a 
greater whole, made up of often unarticulated knowledge. 
Their book allows us to examine theory as a part of 
living, with subsidiary knowledge made temporarily focal.
Argyris and Schon do distinguish between theory and 
practice, noting that theories of action "determine all 
deliberate behavior", and that "theories of professional 
practice" are special cases of theories of action. Their 
point is that all behavior is theory-based.
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If theories of action can ba attributed to all people 
who show deliberate behavior, then the scope of the 
knowledge exhibited in theories of action is immense. 
Theories-in-use include knowledge about the behavior 
of physical objects, the making and use of artifacts, 
the marketplace, organizations, and every other domain 
of human activity. In other words, the full set of 
assumptions about human behavior that function in 
theories-in-use constitutes a psychology of everyday 
life. All propositions about the structure and 
operation of society, about the culture, about the 
design and construction of artifacts, about the 
physical world--insofar as they function as 
assumptions in theories-in-use--constitute a 
sociology, an anthropology, an engineering science, a 
physics of everyday life. In this sense, everyone is 
his own psychologist, sociologist, anthropologist, 
engineer, and physicist. (7-8)
In this section Argyris and Schon echo Polanyi's 
concept of tacit knowing--we all know far more about the 
world than we ever articulate. Interestingly, they also 
use his metaphor, comparing learning new theories-in-use 
to learning to ride a bicycle. They write that even if a 
student were given a book on how to ride a bike, read it, 
and could re-state what the book said to do, the book 
would be inadequate. There is an "information gap." The 
program never gives a complete description of the 
concrete performance. Also, looking at particulars 
interrupts the flow of the activity; the Gestalt 
qualities are lost if we attend to particulars. Finally, 
some of the performances necessary may not be taught by 
the program (physical competence or strength). (13)
Also like Polanyi, Argyris and Schon are grounded in 
the practical world. While they distinguish between
30
theory and behavior, they also maintain that the two are
inextricably linked:
He construct the reality of our behavioral worlds 
through the same process by which we construct our 
theories-in-use. Theory-building is reality-building, 
not only because our theories-in-use help to determine 
what we perceive of the behavioral world but because 
our theories-in-use determine our actions, which in 
turn help to determine the characteristics of the 
behavioral world, which in turn feed into our 
theories-in-use. (18)
Again we see that theory and practice, thought and
behavior, are wound together and influence one another.
One last point from Theory in Practice aids in
understanding theory. One of my questions in this study
was how internal conflicts are resolved in a theory--how
seemingly conflicting ideas could coexist. Argyris and
Schon discuss "internal consistency" as follows:
For example, a theory of action might require two 
propositions--'Keep people calm' and 'Encourage 
participative government'; if participative government 
can come about only through heated action, the theory 
is internally inconsistent, although not logically so. 
It is not self-contradictory, as saying a horse is and 
is not white would be. However, efforts to achieve 
the governing variables would interfere with one 
another. (21)
As long as both variables remain in an acceptable range, 
they can co-exist. "As long as calmness does not rise to 
the point of inertness, we may prefer to have things as 
calm as possible. As long as participation does not rise 
to the point of anarchy, we may prefer to have as much of 
it as possible." (21). The two variables are not so much 
internally inconsistent as they are incompatible. (21)
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Thus, incompatibility can exist, but internal 
inconsistency means that the theory must change to give 
one variable hierarchy over another. When one variable 
gets out of acceptable range, the person must do 
something--let go of that variable or replace it with 
another.
Gretchen provided a good example of internal 
conflict over the course of the semester. Coming to UNH, 
she believed that students needed to learn to write 
solely for academic purposes. Introductory sessions led 
her to believe that personal ("touchy-feely”) topics were 
encouraged by the department. There was an internal 
conflict, then: "Touchy-feely topics are unnecessary," 
and "UNH says touchy-feely topics are good." She tried 
for a balance between the two spheres, but when the range 
of "touchy-feely" activities got out too far, she went 
back to her old routines.
Argyris and Schon's view of theories offers a 
richness and depth beyond the normal definitions of 
theory and practice. I find particularly useful the idea 
of incompatibility and the range of acceptability to 
various components of a theory.
Yet I believe that their definition of theory and 
practice sets up further dichotomies, beyond theory vs. 
practice. Now we have theory set against itself: 
espoused theory and theory-in-use. A theory of action
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seems to be an effective theory, one in which espoused 
theory and theory-in-use match.
While I agree that there may be incompatibility 
between what a teacher says she believes and what she 
actually does, I think she is still operating under a 
theory, one which has gone to a different level.
Theories are tremendously absorbent and can shift shapes 
by moving to different parameters.
In the event of incompatibility, the theory shifts 
to a different level: For example, I don't believe x, but 
in this instance it is important to do x, so I'll shelve 
my non-belief temporarily and bring it out again when 
it's convenient. (Or I may come to believe x, in which 
case the theory itself changes.)
The flexibility of theory explains why, as Langer
and Applebee documented in 1987,
...it is relatively easy to introduce new writing 
activities into most classrooms, as long as these 
activities fulfill important pedagogical functions. 
Teachers will reinterpret such activities smoothly 
within the constraints and expectations governing 
their teaching. (87) (quoted in Bishop 135)
Using Gretchen again as an example, embroiled as she 
was in numerous conflicts between her old beliefs and 
what UNH asked her to do, the idea of shifting levels 
explains her readiness to adapt different behavior. For 
instance, prior to UNH Gretchen did not believe in the 
efficacy of peer groups. Arriving at UNH, where peer
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Igroups were widely used, did she suddenly change her 
theory about them? No, she simply went to a different 
level, something like this, perhaps: "I don't believe in
peer groups. I do believe in keeping my job (or trying 
to stretch as a teacher, or that other people in charge 
here may know what they're doing). Therefore, I use peer 
groups this semester.''
Her theory, while internally conflicted, makes 
perfect sense. This versatility, this ability to shift 
between levels of a theory, reinforces the conclusion 
that theory is both construct and action, both entity and 
behavior.
Kelly also intimates the active nature of theory:
...theory, being itself an event, can in turn be 
subsumed by another theory, or by a superordinate part 
of itself, and that in turn can be subsumed by 
another. A theory is thus bound only by the 
construction system of which it is understood to be a 
part— and, of course, the binding is only temporary, 
lasting only as long as that particular superordinate 
system is employed. (A Theory of Personality 19)
I like Kelly's work because he emphasizes the idea of
action and process. He recognizes "the essentially
active nature of our universe" (A Theory 19) and our own
active participation in it. Therefore, he sees theory
construction as an active process. He also assumes that
"any system may, in proper time, have to be replaced" (A
Theory 44), including a theory.
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ILouise Wetherbee Phelps, in "Images of Student 
Writing: The Deep Structure of Teacher Response," 
corroborates the active nature of theory, noting: "The 
relationship between theory and practice at any point is 
not a simple one-way influence, but a dialectic" (45).
She sees theory as a set of deep structures which 
"underlie all practice. They run all the way to the 
bottom, to the most fundamental level, and the deeper 
they are, the more significant to teachers' decisions" 
(61).
In her view, these deep structures do affect 
practice, particularly when teachers "are impelled by 
experience to examine these deep structures critically" 
(61). I understand her metaphor and agree that it is 
possible to view theory as deep structure.
Theories, however, are both more dynamic and more 
fixed than Kelly describes them, both as deep and more 
fluid than Phelps explains. Theories are constantly in 
flux internally. One way to view them is as a set of 
concentric circles, with the most fixed point at the
center of the circle and the more dynamic layers toward
the outside. The fixed inner point is the closest to 
one's essence as a human being.
A theory is most unchangeable at its core. Probably
"I want to survive" is at the core of most people's 
theory, with concentric rings flowing out from there.
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The outer rings are built from the person's experience, 
and the teaching theories one adheres to are somewhere 
between survival and "Salad for lunch is good." The 
inner rings are the most stable--and the most difficult 
to change--because they are the basic premises of a 
person's identity. The outer rings are more dynamic.
As with Gretchen and the peer-groups, movement 
between the rings is continuous, allowing teachers to try 
new activities, absorb new ideas, and operate with a 
great deal of ambiguity.
And this metaphor doesn't mean that teachers are 
theory-less. On the contrary, it means that teachers are 
always theory-driven. What teachers do is always 
consistent with one of the premises of their theory. If 
there is apparent inconsistency it is because they have 
moved to a different level which subsumes the other 
level.
This view of theory-building offers hope for 
teacher-education as well as understanding the dynamics 
of decision-making in a classroom. Teachers' prior 
knowledge must be understood and validated, because it is 
already based in theory and practice, grounded in tacit 
knowledge. Further, if tacit knowledge is articulated, 
if the layers of a teacher's theory are articulated, 
there is then known territory to work with. The inner
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layers of a theory, those most resistant to change, are 
not, I believe, those most closely aligned with teaching.
Teaching precepts lie somewhere in the middle of a 
theory, and thus they can be articulated, affected, and 
changed. But if theory is inextricably linked with 
behavior, then in order to change theory one must change 
behavior.
Public and Private  Theory 
Failure to recognize the symbiotic relationship 
between theory and practice has led to a misconception 
about the influence of public theory on private beliefs. 
Private theory is tacit, and public theory, while 
grounded in tacit knowledge, is far removed from tacit 
knowledge because it has focused on subsidiary rather 
than focal knowledge.
Polanyi once again illuminates the issue. He 
writes, "While tacit knowledge can be possessed by 
itself, explicit knowledge must rely on being tacitly 
understood and applied. Hence all knowledge is either 
tacit or rooted in tacit knowledge. A wholly explicit 
knowledge is unthinkable." (144)
On a scale from completely tacit knowledge to 
explicit knowledge, public theory occupies a range.
Books like Write To Learn or Inside Out would be closer 
to tacit knowledge. Rhetorical Traditions and the 
Teaching of Writing, which attempts to put theory into
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classroom practice, would fall somewhere in the middle. 
Works like Orality and Literacy or Invention as a Social 
Act are more purely theoretical and would be aligned with 
explicit knowledge. If the public theorist offers little 
grounding in practice, the reader must make the 
connection between theory and practice and make the 
explicit tacit.
Like Polanyi, I believe that explicit knowledge is 
grounded in tacit knowledge. The proponents of public 
theories did not create them from thin air, but from 
their own experiences (mind is experience). Therefore, 
explicit theories are always grounded in tacit knowledge. 
But that knowledge is not translated back into tacit 
knowledge, except by individual readers. Therefore, a 
great gap may exist between what the public theorist 
knows and what the practitioner knows, and many times 
neither one does much to bridge the gap.
A further example may clarify the point. Polanyi
describes a watch:
My watch tells me the time. It is kept going by its 
mainspring, uncoiling under the control of the hair 
spring and balance wheel; this turns the hands which 
tell the time. Such are the operational principles of 
a watch, which define its construction and working.
The principles cannot be defined by the laws of 
nature. No parts of a watch are formed by the natural 
equilibration of matter. They are artificially shaped 
and sagaciously connected to perform their function in 
telling the time. This is their meaning: to 
understand a watch is to understand what it is for and 
how it works. The laws of inanimate nature are 
indifferent to this purpose. They cannot determine
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the working of a watch, any more than the chemistry or 
physics of printers' ink can determine the contents of 
a book.
Viewed in themselves, the parts of a machine are 
meaningless; the machine is comprehended by attending 
from its parts to their joint function, which operates 
the machine. (153)
Like a watch, a public theory can be "shaped and 
sagaciously connected." It can be unified and perfectly 
timed and operational. But it has no meaning unless its 
function is understood, unless, as Polanyi puts it, we 
attend "from the parts to their joint function". Any 
public theory which does not make clear the relation 
between itself and practice is like a watch in the hands 
of people for whom time operates in a different sphere. 
Those people certainly could understand and utilize the 
watch, but they have no reason to, since their world 
functions perfectly well without it.
The nature of knowing, then, helps explain the gap 
between public and private theory. Researchers and 
practitioners validate different types of knowing, but 
Polanyi writes, "Let us recognize that tacit knowing is 
the fundamental power of the mind, which creates explicit 
knowing, lends meaning to it and controls its uses"
(156).
I want to emphasize, via Polanyi, that the 
practitioner way of knowing is all-inclusive. Theory 
cannot exist without practice. What theorists say is of
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little use as long as it remains at the level of explicit 
knowing, rather than tacit knowing.
Either the theorist or the practitioner can make the 
translation. If public theorists decide to make their 
work more accessible to practitioners (i.e., to do the 
work of translation), their theories will stand a better 
chance of adoption. If practitioners understand that 
explicit knowledge can be translated to tacit knowledge, 
they may take more risks and be willing to put in the 
work required for the translation.
Specifically, how can we close the gap between 
public theory and private theory/practice? Polanyi 
discusses the integration of explicit and tacit knowing: 
"The process does not take place spontaneously; it is the 
result of a protracted, sometimes strenuous, effort." 
(199) He describes an experiment performed by Kottenhoff 
in 1956: he gave people upside-down inverting spectacles, 
which caused them to see everything upside down. After 
eight days or so, the wearers adjusted to the new view 
and became irritated when asked if things looked upside- 
down. Polanyi describes the two steps in integrating the 
new knowledge:
1. the attempt "to revise the meaning of the 
inverted image in the sense of our tacit experience"
2. to "extend this re-interpretation to the 
surroundings of the field of vision." (199)
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In terms of the teachers I studied, what does this mean? 
Gretchen, for example, had tacit knowledge which did not 
include small-group critiques. When she put on the 
spectacles of small-group critiques, everything seemed 
strange; she found it difficult to believe that students 
could work that way. She attempted to understand the 
smal1-group work in terms of her tacit experience. After 
a semester, it seemed normal, and she said she would use 
small groups again. She had revised the new knowledge 
into the sense of her tacit experience and extended her 
field of vision.
If the new knowledge is not integrated, the person 
has not completed one of those two steps. I believe that 
most teachers never even start the first step with a 
public theory, because it makes no sense to do the work. 
The strange new image has no meaning in light of their 
tacit experience. This is why just introducing a teacher 
to new material will have small effect unless the teacher 
is experiencing a problem which requires new material for 
its resolution. If the teacher is satisfied that grammar 
drills perform a useful function, he will have little 
patience with a theory that suggests he do away with 
them. If the public theory has no meaning initially, he 
has no reason to try to integrate it into tacit 
knowledge.
41
IBut say the teacher is asked to integrate new 
knowledge, whether she wants to or not. Richard and 
Gretchen, for instance, felt obligated to require 
students to work with a novel. Gretchen in particular 
felt uncomfortable doing so. Both teachers, it might be 
said, attempted to make meaning of this intrusion into 
tacit experiences. Both, I believe, did not "extend this 
re-interpretation to the surroundings of the field of 
vision." While they could make meaning of the 
requirement, they did not incorporate it into their field 
of vision. Gretchen said she would not choose The Bluest 
Eye again--in fact, might not choose a novel at all. 
Richard said he would not use Love Medicine again. Both 
teachers stopped short, then, of full integration.
This is one instance, but public theories often fall 
prey to such a fate. Simply requiring a teacher to do 
some new activity does not ensure that it becomes a part 
of the field of knowing, and unless it is integrated it 
will fall away at the first opportunity, a phenomenon 
noted by Jackson: "Despite a half century of research
and the development of several sophisticated theories, 
the teacher's classroom activities have been relatively 
unaffected by what the learning theorist has to say" 
(159).
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Teacher Change and Tacit Knowledge
Contemporary evidence of the failure of public 
theory in classroom practice is apparent in Hendy 
Bishop's study, Something Old, Something New. Her work 
is particularly interesting because it offers a current 
perspective of how teachers integrate theory and 
practice. The lens of tacit knowledge offers an 
alternative interpretation of Bishop’s findings.
I see evidence of tacit knowledge throughout
Bishop's book, particularly in the descriptions of her
participants. For instance, she writes of one.
Like most writing teachers, Susan was a collector of 
good teaching practices, but, like most doctoral 
participants, she also believed (or learned to 
believe) that the parts must equal a greater whole, 
one which unified theory, research, and practice. She 
often mentioned her desire to create a big picture 
from the pieces of her teaching past and her learning 
present. (23)
What Susan is doing is alternating between subsidiary and 
focal knowledge, from part to whole, and trying to 
integrate both into a personal world view: tacit 
knowledge.
Similarly, the categories of teacher change which 
Bishop describes are more interesting in terms of how 
tacit knowledge is gained. Bishop noted in her 
participants five kinds of change patterns (137):
Subtyping: The seminar model "is seen as believable 
but not appropriate. Stored for future use."
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Bookkeeping: Model "is seen as believable and
stored in previously developed categories."
Intentional Conversion: Model is highly desired.
Previous model abandoned, but may reemerge.
Verbal Conversion: Model is highly desired and
implemented, but may be dropped if teacher's energy 
level drops.
Multi-faceted conversion: Model is found
believable. Integration of activities results in 
"sudden new affect and practice and deeper cognitive 
understanding of model."
If we look at teacher change from the perspective of 
the two-step process of absorbing tacit knowledge, it is 
clear that all of the teachers are engaged to some extent 
in translating the explicit knowledge of the seminar into 
their own tacit knowledge. The teacher who subtypes the 
material has perhaps not taken even the first step, and 
is unable to make sense of the material in terms of her 
own experience. That is, she understands the theories or 
explicit knowledge, but they have no meaning in her world 
view.
All of the other teachers have gone beyond that 
first step, and are in various stages of translating 
explicit knowledge to tacit knowledge. All of them 
understand and desire the model, but individual 
classrooms are complicated and the time it takes to 
experiment, reflect, and acquire tacit knowledge differs 
for each teacher. The participant with the multi-faceted 
conversion appears to have completed both steps, taken
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the explicit knowledge of the seminar and made it her own 
tacit knowledge.
But when there are so many pieces of new knowledge 
that they cannot be contained in the old system, a 
"conversion" occurs. Bishop comments on the conversions 
which occur for some teachers who participate in writing 
projects or seminars. It is possible, then, for teachers 
to completely change their world view, to completely 
broaden their tacit knowledge. These teachers have 
completed both steps on the way to gaining tacit 
knowledge: they have understood new material, implemented 
it, and changed their world view.
Bishop's descriptions are illuminating, and her 
point that each teacher "did access pedagogy seminar 
information in personal yet definable ways" is important 
because it acknowledges that all knowledge is personal. 
Her work contributes to our understanding of theory 
acquisition, but she leaves open the question of value. 
Bishop herself makes no claims for either the value of 
the old or new knowledge. Her main point is that 
individual teachers retain something old, gain something 
new, all in different proportions.
Yet certainly Tom Bridges, the teacher of the 
seminar Bishop studied, valued the explicit knowledge he 
conveyed to participants and hoped it would replace their 
previous practice. Surely that hope is shared by most
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public theorists. What the lens of tacit knowledge 
argues, however, is that such a progression is not 
natural: tacit knowledge is the primary knowledge of 
teachers and it must be valued as such. A lens of tacit 
knowledge would validate the teachers' wisdom in 
rejecting or adopting any pedagogical theory.
The idea of replacement permeates virtually every 
teacher training course. After all, teacher-education 
courses are designed so that teachers who attend them 
will come out better teachers, changed in some way. But 
unless we validate tacit knowledge, we can have little 
effect on changing teachers' lives.
The notion of granting teachers control over their 
own theory and practice may startle researchers, but I 
foresee no significant change in teaching until 
researchers acknowledge the ground of practitioners as 
the starting point. With some trepidation, I envision 
the conversation between the two camps as follows:
Dialogue I 
Current
Researchers: I have something to tell you. You
need help, even though you may not know it.
Practitioners: We are doing just fine, thank you.
We're busy.
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Researchers: We've been thinking about it a long
time, and it's important.
Practitioners: If you have something to say to us,
you'd better put it in our language, because we don't 
have time to fool around trying to figure out what you're 
really saying.
Researchers: (With the sneaking but silent
suspicion that practitioners aren't very bright) You're 
just mad because you have a poor vocabulary.
Practitioners: (With silent resentment that
researchers get all the glory) Go back to la-la land.
We have work to do.
Dialogue II 
Futuristic
Researchers: I see a problem here; is it a problem
in your classroom?
Practitioners: No.
Researchers: I see a problem here; is it a problem
in your classroom?
Practitioners: No.
Researchers: I see a problem here...I see a problem





Practitioners: I see a problem here,
look at it some more.
Researchers: Yes, I see what you mean
help.
Practitioners: Well, I have my doubts
Researchers: First, what do you think
Let's start with what you know already. 
Practitioners: Let me tell you...
I'm going to
Maybe I can





--"Few thoughts are as disquieting as the notion 
that the reality which we experience may be the result of 
social construction." (Holzner 1)
In the spring of 1990, Gretchen and Richard found
themselves, as Gretchen put it, "learning the warrens of
the UNH rabbit hole." To Margaret, the nooks and
crannies were familiar: in-class writing, peer groups,
conferences with students about their writing. For all
three, the local environment provided both structure and
constraint, a situation Holzner describes using an
accountant as an example:
The work situation of an accountant in a large 
commercial firm is allocated to him by the 
organizational design, the authority structure of the 
firm, its location in the market and in the other 
social relations of which it has part. These 
structures determine not only the nature of his formal 
work assignment, but specifically what he has to deal 
with day by day. They constrain him, they limit the 
scope of his realistically possible activity, as well 
as, more loosely, the range of things which he might 
conceivably believe about his situation. (103)
A classroom teacher is not an accountant, but she or he
does operate in a situation with many of the same
determining factors. This chapter outlines the
structures around Richard, Margaret, and Gretchen, gives
a history of UNH, and attempts to answer some of the
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questions raised by Henry Giroux, one of the most 
compelling voices in the conversation about teacher 
education:
Whose culture gets distributed in the schools? Who 
benefits from such culture? What are the historical, 
social, and economic roots of this culture? How is 
this culture distributed? How is it sustained in the 
curriculum? (Ideology 149)
A Brief History of UNH
Speaking in 1975, then-President of the University
of New Hampshire Eugene S. Mills said:
The University of New Hampshire is not, and never has 
been, a walled-in enclave, set apart from the state 
and its people. Its origins and entire history deny 
this concept. It is the product of the needs and 
desires of the public and it continues to serve those 
needs and desires. (Images 110)
UNH has always had a lively debate with the New 
Hampshire public over exactly what those "needs and 
desires" are. Students arriving at the university are 
probably unaware of the tug of social forces throughout 
the college's history and the ambivalence which 
accompanied the establishment of a college at Durham.
Only an ahistorical view would see UNH as the dutiful 
servant of a conservative populace.
In 1866, the New Hampshire legislature passed a bill 
establishing the New Hampshire College of Agriculture and 
the Mechanic Arts, in accordance with the Morrill Act of 
1862. The Morrill Act granted each state 30,000 acres of 
public lands for each senator and representative in the
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state, to be used in establishing "at least one college" 
in the state.
From the start, however, the college was not a 
typical land-grant institution, drawing less than 
enthusiastic support from the community throughout its 
development:
In 1884 New Hampshire College of Agriculture and the 
Mechanic Arts was still one of the poorest of the land 
grant institutions. While Cornell had a yearly income 
of $230,000 and the University of California had 
$100,000, the state college of New Hampshire had only 
$4,800. (Images 12)
Originally New Hampshire College shared facilities 
with Dartmouth College, although the schools had 
different missions: Dartmouth "was a private, endowed, 
classical college," New Hampshire College was "a publicly 
endowed and supported agricultural and technical school" 
(Images 21). That uneasy alliance was severed in 1893, 
when the college moved to Durham, NH.
The move to Durham resulted from the influence of 
Benjamin Thompson, an area farmer who left his estate 
with assets of "over $400,000" to the state of New 
Hampshire "to establish an agricultural school in Durham" 
(Images 21). Public opinion as expressed in the press 
was "generally unfavorable.” The Manchester Daily Press 
wrote,
We confess that the $400,000 of Benjamin Thompson of 
Durham does not dazzle our eyes nor does the object 
which he desires... seem to us worth the price....All 
the agricultural colleges between here and the setting
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sun will not convert the rocky hills of New Hampshire 
into Gardens of Eden. (Images 27)
The state legislature, however, voted to accept the 
terms of Thompson's will and in 1893 classes opened in 
Durham.
Ambivalence about a college in New Hampshire was 
evident, then, from the first. The legislature waited 
almost until the deadline before accepting the provisions 
of the Morrill Act. There was public sentiment against 
accepting Thompson's estate. It seems as though New 
Hampshire was reluctant even to accept gifts for higher 
education, much less pursue it enthusiastically.
Part of the ambivalence stemmed from questions about 
the mission of a state college. People seemed unsure 
whether the college should be strictly agricultural or 
geared to a liberal education. The appointment of the 
first president, Reverend Charles S. Murkland, in 1893, 
gave momentum to the purely academic forces.
Once again, after lively public debate, the 
legislature stepped in at the last moment to resolve the 
issue. Defeating in 1895 the Leach Bill, which would 
have forced the college to focus on agricultural 
offerings, the legislature "had decided the school should 
serve all the youth of the state" (Images 35).
By the 1920's, "there were three distinct divisions 
in the college: agricultural, mechanical, and arts and 
sciences" (Images 65) and a movement began to change the
52
school to university status. UNH officially became a 
university on July 1, 1923, although,
(characteristically, perhaps) it retained two names until 
1939: the University of New Hampshire, and the New 
Hampshire College of Agriculture and the Mechanic Arts.
Post World War II events on campus once again 
brought public and campus elements into conflict. 
Interestingly, the controversy settled around an English 
professor, G. Harris Daggett, who belonged to the 
Progressive Citizens of America, a liberal party. Up for 
promotion in 1949, supported by the English department 
and the Dean of Liberal Arts, Daggett was denied 
promotion by the Board of Trustees. Student outcry 
followed, and in 1950 Daggett was promoted (Images 93).
But the movement against academic freedom was 
strong. A state legislator introduced a bill in 1949 
calling for investigation into rumors that "certain 
persons connected with the University of New Hampshire 
were advocating the overthrow of the government by force” 
(Images 93).
William Loeb, publisher of the Manchester Union, 
began his reign as conservative watchdog. He was 
tenacious in his attacks on public and school figures for 
three decades.
The University itself seemed at odds with the 
prevailing political climate in New Hampshire almost from
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its inception. Even in 1958, when the American 
Association of University Professors awarded UNH the 
first Meiklejohn Award for academic freedom, the 
university president remarked that "UNH should have 
received the Meiklejohn Award in 1959 for having the 
courage to accept it in 1958" (Images 94).
Political controversy also surfaced in the 1960's, 
with strikes on campus, demonstrations against the 
Vietnam Har, and the attempt to bring to campus the 
"Chicago Three": Abbie Hoffman, Jerry Rubin, and David 
Dellinger. William Loeb led the attack against allowing 
the three to speak. Student body president Mark Wefers 
led the fight to allow their appearance. In the end, the 
Chicago Three did speak on campus but Wefers went to 
court for violating the Trustees' directions about 
scheduling the visit. ("May Flowers")
One historical characteristic of UNH is a blustery 
relationship with the public and press. During the 
period of this study, however, UNH was not at odds with 
the community in a significant way. On-campus issues 
included parking, controversy over a new dormitory 
location, a series of rapes and assaults, and possible 
budget cuts.
Student Population 
Ten men passed the requirements for admission to UNH in 
1868: they were at least sixteen years old and "of good
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moral character," and they passed examinations in 
grammar, geography, and arithmetic. Only two of them 
returned for a second year of study, and they graduated, 
with a third student, in 1871. (Images 11)
Class size in the 1870's and 1880's fluctuated 
between ten and fifty. Sixty years later, enrollment was 
3,700, followed by a gradual increase. In 1990 student 
population (degree students) stood at 11,468 ("Enrollment 
Report" 1). Ninety-two percent were white, five percent 
of unknown race, two percent "non-resident alien."
Black, American Indian, Asian, and Hispanic students each 
constituted one percent or less of the total student 
population. ("Ethnic Breakdowns" 4)
The first women admitted to UNH were Lucy Swallow 
and Delia Brown, in 1890. Neither graduated, perhaps 
because the school moved from Hanover to Durham. (Images 
12) In 1990, fifty-five percent of the students pursuing 
degrees were women ("Enrollment Report" 1).
Before the college became a university, "hundreds of 
New Hampshire students attended out-of-state colleges 
because they were not aware of Durham's extensive course 
offerings" (Images 65). In 1990, sixty-one percent of 
the school population came from New Hampshire, twenty- 
five percent came from other New England states, and the 
remaining fourteen percent from the rest of the United 
States and abroad ("Geographic Distribution").
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Although UNH was established as an agricultural 
college. President Murkland, in his 1893 inaugural 
address, said, "very few of the students will elect the 
agricultural course with the idea of returning to the 
farm." By far the most popular career choices for 
recent students attending UNH were business and 
engineering. This fact is not surprising, since the most 
common occupations of fathers of UNH freshmen were 
business and engineering. The most common occupations 
for mothers of UNH freshmen were homemaking, clerical 
work, and business. ("Summary of Data" 9-11)
A 1987 study of freshman students conducted by the 
Cooperative Institutional Research Program offers some 
interesting insights into the student population of UNH. 
Thirty-nine percent of the freshmen came from homes with 
parental income of $40,000 to $75,000 a year. Sixteen 
percent listed parental incomes from $30,000 to $40,000, 
and eight percent from $75,000 to $99,999.
For seventy-one percent, UNH was the first choice in 
a college, selected because of its "good academic 
reputation" and because "graduates get good jobs."
Getting a better job was the primary reason eighty-one 
percent of the students decided to attend college. 
("Summary of Data" 12)
The top two objectives considered essential by UNH 
students were:
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Be authority in my own field 





Obtain recognition from colleagues
Raise a family





The list includes other objectives (for instance, 
influencing social values was listed by 39% of students, 
and influencing the political structure was important to 
19%) but I have included only the top six responses. 
("Summary of Data" 14)
Speaking of UNH students in a 1961 address, then- 
president Johnson said, "Despite some trumped-up public 
fears, students at the University of New Hampshire are, 
like the homes they come from, conservative. Sedition is 
not one of their normal impulses. I am more disturbed by 
their quiet than by their daring" (Images 99).
The majority of students in 1990 (53%) considered 
themselves politically "middle-of-the-road." ("Summary 
of Data" 15). In the year before the study, ninety-one 
percent had studied with other students, eighty-two 
percent had attended a religious service, seventy percent 
drank liquor, and ninety-five percent (the largest 
response in any category) were bored in school.
("Summary of Data" 3).
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Ezekiel Webster Dimond returned from Dresden, 
Germany, in 1868 with seven boxes of laboratory 
materials, thus constituting the entire faculty and 
equipment of the newly established New Hampshire College 
of Agriculture and the Mechanic Arts. Dimond had grown 
up on a farm in Concord and studied at Harvard with Louis 
Agassiz, and his vision for the college went beyond 
agriculture: he argued for an "'industrial university' 
that would include both scientific and classical studies" 
(Images 11).
Early faculty members taught, aided in construction 
of new buildings, and coached various activities. In 
1894, faculty members financed construction of tennis 
courts for their own use (Images 36). During World War 
I, Professor Frederick W. "Pa" Taylor, an agriculture 
professor, organized a faculty cooperative potato patch, 
where they grew enough potatoes to supply the entire 
faculty for the winter (Images 49).
A mostly white, male faculty has remained so. In 
1990, of 581 University faculty members, 434 (75%) were 
male. 405 (70%) were white, 22 (4%) Asian, 5 Hispanic, 
and 2 Black. The English department had an unusually 




The University has its share of national and even 
international recognition. Its Space Science Center was 
designed by NASA as "one of thirteen centers of 
excellence among the nation's colleges and universities." 
A new science and engineering center was built with "the 
largest single federal grant the University had ever 
received." The university has an agricultural extension 
service, a Family Research Laboratory ("the country's 
only center to study the entire scope of family 
violence"), and "international attention" from its 
"pioneering research" at the Writing Process Laboratory 
(Images 113).
The Board of Trustees consists of twenty-five 
members, both appointed and elected (including a student 
member). It generally does not affect specific 
departments (Taylor).
The operating revenue for 1990 was $164,956,864.00 
("Statement of Current Funds"). Twenty to forty percent 
of the operating revenues came from state appropriations 
(Taylor).
There are no state-mandated tests for students or 
accountability measures for teachers. Neither are there 
state controls over course content or textbook selection 
(Taylor).
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A Brief Overview of the English Department
The power of the local environment is strong.
Holzner writes that many work communities function in
similar ways: they "provide special orientations,
regulate in large measure the flow of work situations,
and maintain rather elaborate controls of communication.
Thus, they become major forces in the social
constructions and elaborations of reality" (126).
In practical terms, this means that the work
environment contains specific forces which work to affect
our perceptions of reality. In the UNH English
Department, the teachers' perceptions were clearly
influenced by orientations, work situations, and the
flows of communication.
The public stance of the department is illuminated
in the documents it uses to describe itself. "Teaching
Freshman English at the University of New Hampshire," a
philosophical statement about the department, describes
the program this way:
If there is a philosophical core to the Freshman 
English program at UNH, it is that we treat our 
students as writers and our staff as teachers. There 
is no subject matter the students are being led 
through, no "knowledge" they must absorb....Nor is 
there a curriculum for instructors, a set pattern for 
the course....What makes good writers and good 
teachers is not following rules or models but finding 
form. The act of finding and forming is the soul of 
both writing and teaching--it is at the center of our 
program.
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IThe handout goes on to discuss the ramifications of 
such a stance, including the principles on which it 
rests:
1. The best way to learn how to write is to write.
2. Writing and learning how to write are recursive 
activities.
3. Writing is a process.
4. Writing is revising.
5. Good writing involves a singular MEETING of 
qualities.
6. There are no intrinsically good or bad subjects.
7. Reading is the counterpart of writing.
8. Writing is both private and social.
9. There are no rules in writing, only conventions.
10. No writing advice is always valid.
11. Composing and editing are separate stages.
Given this statement of purpose, it is not
surprising that UNH would be identified with the "process 
movement." What runs through all of the official 
documents describing the department is a set of 
deliberately general statements, such as "What makes good 
writers and good teachers is not following rules or 
models but finding form" ("Teaching Freshman English"
1)--statements which cry out for explication. New 
teachers would find such explication manifested in staff 
meetings, specific syllabi, and dialogue in the hallways.
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IThe philosophy applies to both students and 
teachers: teachers tell their 401 students, "I can't tell 
you exactly what to write--you must decide for yourself." 
The English Department tells its new T.A.'s, "I can’t 
tell you exactly how to teach--you must decide for 
yourself."
The guidelines, then, exemplify their own 
philosophy. They are prescriptive in certain matters 
(conferences are essential) but flexible (how often, how 
long). It's an odd combination of freedom and choice, 
but it is consistent within the Freshman English program. 
That is, teachers and students are asked to approach 
thinking, writing, and learning in similar manners. New 
teachers, like students, are often initially perplexed.
Here's how Margaret would describe the UNH program
to someone who wasn't familiar with it:
The first thing I usually say is that we teach by the 
conference method. That it's very important that we 
see our students in our office one at a time to talk 
about their writing and anything else they want to 
talk about. He give them a great deal of freedom, we 
give them guidance and guidelines, but they do have a 
great deal of freedom.
Richard described the English department as a "very 
loose collaboration...Loose is the word.” In fact, he 
said, "I'm not sure what they're collaborating on," 
unless it was the general purpose of bringing English 
education to UNH. He felt that many members of the 
English department had their own "sphere" with only the
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loose bond of working at the same university to hold them 
together.
Gretchen described the English department as "a very 
feminist camp," with people who were "adamant about their 
work." "There's a sense of "laissez-faire about it," as 
far as belonging to a community, she said. "People have 
been friendly, but I've met them only by accident."
The department includes American literature, British 
literature, creative writing, linguistics and language 
studies, feminist literature, minority literature, film 
studies, and journalism, as well as the Freshman 
English/rhetoric/composition component. The department 
is diverse, then, but its national reputation rests 
largely on the work of three people: Donald M. Murray, 
Thomas Newkirk, and Robert J. Connors. (Chiseri-Strater)
Murray has been most influential in establishing the 
identity of the department. Prior to his directorship of 
Freshman English in 1972-73, Freshman English had been 
literature-based, with common texts and syllabi. Murray 
shifted the focus to student writing rather than 
"classics," introduced conferences, and gave autonomy to 
individual teachers of the course, encouraging them to 
take responsibility for its development. (Chiseri- 
Strater)
Identified now as a leader of the "expressivist" 
movement in writing, Murray contributed to a vision of
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Ithe department as a "process place." Tom Newkirk's work 
in general education and children's writing, and Bob 
Connors' work in history and rhetoric have broadened the 
frame of reference for the department, but the Freshman 
English program retains much of Murray's influence.
Others in the department, not so well-known, offer 
another stabilizing force. The instructors, untenured, 
underpaid, teaching one to three sections a term, writers 
and poets themselves--these people are the major force, I 
think, in transmitting the ethos of the department. They 
are the ones who present information and speak most often 
in staff meetings. They are mentors for new teaching 
assistants. They are invaluable resources for 
maintaining continuity, for by their continued presence 
in the offices and hallways they provide a picture for 
new T .A .'s of what teaching at UNH is like. Referred to 
by one senior faculty member in the department as 
"process freaks," the instructors constitute the quiet, 
hard-working core of the writing department.
Other divisions in the college benefit from Freshman 
English as a service course. Problems arise, however, 
when the writing staff has different priorities than 
other professors. For instance, a common complaint is 
that students get out of Freshman English and still don't 
know where to put a comma. In reverse, the writing staff
64
complains that other professors care too much about 
technical matters.
Despite complaints about its actual service, there 
is no evidence of a movement afoot to release students 
from Freshman English (the only required course on 
campus). In fact, many majors require an additional 
writing course, Introduction to Prose Hriting, taught 
mainly by instructors.
Of course, there are pockets of resistance to the 
power and procedures of the Freshman English program.
The writing staff is overshadowed by the literature staff 
in many ways. For example, few literature teachers teach 
writing on a regular basis. When the department 
interviewed for an English Education position, candidates 
were consistently asked to describe how they would teach 
a literature class but not a composition class.
The students themselves offer some resistance.
"Just tell me what you want me to do," they complain, 
perplexed at having to attend weekly conferences where 
the teacher won't "fix" their papers.
And outside the department, of course, the 
"expressivist” movement associated most closely with 
Murray has been attacked from a number of quarters.
In larger contexts, the conflicting desires of 
disparate groups also tug at the English department. 
Students, teachers (from all disciplines),
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administration, parents, students groups (fraternities 
and sororities, clubs, Student Senate), the UNH staff, 
the school newspaper, the Trustees, the state 
legislature, the community--a11 have different agendas 
for the work at UNH.
In many ways, their desires had little effect on 
what happens in the English department. For instance, 
the conflict between Freshman English teachers and 
numerous fraternity members over the amount of work 
entailed in the course has had no effect in lessening the 
requirement of five pages of writing a week.
In other instances, the conflicts surfaced again and 
again. The continual debate over the mission of Freshman 
English (was it to prepare students to write well in 
other courses? was it to introduce students to a variety 
of discourse communities? was it to encourage students' 
personal development?) waxed and waned within the 
department itself.
More Handouts
Margaret was given no written guidelines when she 
began teaching. Late in her first year, she picked up a 
set of guidelines from the Freshman English Office 
shelves, similar to the packet Gretchen and Richard were 
given approximately seven weeks before the spring 
semester began:
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a. A letter giving times for orientation meetings 
and suggestions for books
b. Freshman English Guidelines
c. "First Time Up"--advice to new T.A.'s, with 
sample syllabi
d. "Teaching Freshman English at the University of 
New Hampshire"--a longer theoretical statement about 
Freshman English
e. A list of books used in the past semester
f. A book order form.
The material is both specific and nebulous.
Consider the opening paragraph of "Guidelines and General
Information for Teachers of Freshman English":
Teachers of Freshman English have considerable freedom 
in planning and conducting the course--there is no 
department syllabus, no textbook that is mandated for 
use in every section, no sequence of assignments that
every student must complete. The English Department
firmly believes that teachers--like students--work 
most imaginatively on projects that they themselves 
shape.
Type and amount of writing required (nonfiction prose, 4- 
6 pages a week), how and how often to hold conferences, 
assigning grades, policies on attendance, class 
participation, and piagiarism--al1 are covered in this 
set of guidelines.
"First Time Up" is more conversational. Author 
Brock Dethier gives advice about how to handle the first 
days of class (with suggestions about specific activities 
and how much time each might take), ideas about 
workshopping and other class activities, and how to 
evaluate papers. Appended are descriptions of some
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Iactivities, more advice from teachers in the department, 
and a number of syllabi.
The syllabi are detailed, often three to four 
single-spaced pages. They contain much of the same 
information as the guidelines about conferences, amount 
and type of writing, grading and attendance policies.
Most begin with a statement of purpose or goals, and some 
include dates for reading and writing assignments 
throughout the semester.
The book list contains 81 separate titles. Hacker's 
Rules for Writers, 2nd Edition, was the most used (in 
eight 401 sections, one 501 section), followed by 
Goldberg's Writing Down the Bones (seven 401 sections, 
one 501). The range is widely varied, from Didion's 
Salvador to Fitzgerald's The Great Gatsby to Smart's 
Eight Modern Essayists, 4th Edition.
In late 1990, the English Department published a 
handbook for new teaching assistants, Freshman English 
Sourcebook. In his foreword, then-director Tom Newkirk 
wrote,
When people ask me about the goals and methods of 
Freshman English at the University of New Hampshire 
I'm tempted to say, "Just stand by the drinking 
fountain on the third floor of Hamilton Smith. That's 
where the curriculum happens." (ii)
The insistence upon personal development of the 
course is still present in this latest manifesto.
Newkirk writes in the sourcebook,
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IThe chapters are written in the first person, in part 
because we want to stress that they each represent the 
writer's attempt to deal with the complex art of 
teaching writing. They do not represent an official 
line. He hope that you will select, reject, 
recombine, and transform what you read here, making it 
your own. (ii)
In contrast to some schools which distribute a 
required syllabus, sometimes broken down into weeks or 
days, this is a strikingly "free" sort of guidance. New 
teachers must share the feeling of some students--that 
such freedom can itself be intimidating.
The sourcebook is composed of four chapters: Writing
Exercises, Conferences and Workshops, Using Reading in
the Writing Course, and Teaching the Research Paper. The
booklet is both theoretical and practical. Each section
begins with a justification or rationale followed by
specific guidelines and samples. For example:
I rely on exercises partly because I feel 
uncomfortable when I talk long about writing; I'd 
rather let writers write and learn by doing. Writing 
talk is more relevant for everyone in class, more 
dynamic and effective when students have specific work 
of their own in their hands. (Sue Wheeler on 
Exercises, 5)
...by talking with their teachers and peers about 
what's effective and what's not, students learn how to 
elicit criticism, how to use it, and, eventually, how 
to be their own best critics. In conferences and 
workshops, students learn the hard lesson of seeing 
their writing as it really is on the page, not as they 
wish it would be. (Becky Rule on Conferences, 70)
Each of these approaches to reading are different, and 
yet the end goal is the same: Clear, thoughtful 
writing. Each of these ways of using reading reflect 
the instructors' strengths and enthusiasm for what 
they do. And it is this passion that makes them 
successful....In this department, we don't teach
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writing and then teach reading as a separate activity. 
They are intricately woven together.... (Donna 
Qualley on Reading, 108)
...the research paper, a required paper I had often 
dreaded teaching, was really the most important 
assignment in my class. It challenged me to convince 
my students that everything they had learned until 
then about writing applied to the form they knew best, 
and hated most. (Bruce Ballenger on Research, 181)
In addition to setting a context for the topic, all of
the writers refer to their colleagues. They give
examples from other teachers, making the collection rich
with the voices of real people teaching in the
department.
The collection is also filled with specific, 
practical suggestions. Each section includes some sort 
of brass-tacks advice and guidelines, including sample 
exercises, questions to ask in conference, worksheets, 
and library exercises. Also included are examples of 
student writing.
The sourcebook is engaging reading. The writers 
took to heart their advice about voice, about integrating 
personal and public experience. While it was not yet 
available to the teachers I studied, the sourcebook still 
provides a compelling picture of the ethos of the writing 
department at UNH. The personal stance, the practical 
suggestions, the polyvocality, the attention to context-- 
all of these aspects portray a department which is 
committed, enthusiastic, knowledgeable, and experienced.
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A teacher at UNH faces a range of alternatives and 
constraints, some codified in documents, some transmitted 
orally, some quite fixed and some open to negotiation.
For instance, the teacher's own race and gender are 
fixed. Economic background is fixed, although 
circumstances might change over time. The teacher's 
personal history of learning, teaching, and living has 
already been established. And in entering UNH to teach, 
the person assumes a certain status--that of instructor, 
or teaching assistant.
Likewise, there are certain departmental constraints 
which are more fixed than changeable. For example, 
certain procedures are required for new teaching 
assistants, such as enrolling in 810, the teacher 
training course. The application procedure for teaching 
assistants requires filling out a standard form. Student 
evaluations of each course are required, as is attendance 
at staff meetings. And finally, from the perspective of 
a transient T.A., the staff and student population is 
fairly fixed, although to a long-term resident these 
aspects change.
Yet many items are open to negotiation. The new 
T.A. is assigned a mentor but there is no prescription on 
how much--or even whether--to talk to the mentor. The 
teacher makes choices about how much time to spend on 
campus, in his or her office, or with other T.A.'s. The
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teacher negotiates a relationship with other teachers in 
the department, with perhaps one or two or three office 
mates, and with administrators and secretarial staff. 
Personal demeanor, both in and outside of the classroom, 
is continually negotiated. (There is no prescription:
"Be a friend to your students." But there is an ethos of 
respect for students, passed around in staff meetings and 
formal gatherings. In contrast, jokes about student 
writing are often made informally between teachers.)
All teachers, and T.A.'s in particular, must 
negotiate the amount of time they spend teaching, 
preparing, having a home life, reading for courses, 
attending conferences, etc. Gretchen, for instance, 
spent little time on campus outside of conferences and 
class. Margaret kept a schedule which she adjusted if 
the students needed her, but she rarely hung around her 
office kibitzing. Richard seemed to float around the 
halls more, drifting into people's offices and spending 
extra time talking to students.
The teacher also must construct a professional 
identity, which has personal and departmental 
ramifications. Gretchen wanted to be both a good 
graduate student and a good wife; she projected an 
experienced teacher in the classroom but was shy in staff 
and new T.A. meetings. Her professional identity would 
be viewed differently depending on the context: her
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family knew that she was a terrific graduate student; she 
suspected that she was not. Her students respected her 
ability as a teacher and praised her work; other teachers 
in staff meetings probably didn't even know who she was, 
since she rarely spoke up.
IndiYidnal Perceptions
All three teachers were sensitive to the ethos of 
the department. Margaret had the longest history and 
could view the department over time. She said, "I didn't 
know anythrng about writing before I came to UNH, and the 
process theory of writing was all I heard."
Hhen she first started, she believed that other 
instructors and teaching assistants were "teaching the 
five-page weekly paper, ungraded, mostly cold 
conferencing, not writing comments in the margins, not 
taking papers home.” Toward the end of her first year, 
concerned that her students "didn't seem to be making any 
progress," she talked to her mentor and former Director 
of Freshman English. He suggested she assign daily 
rather than weekly papers. "Oh," she replied, "I have to 
teach them, I have to do them. If anybody finds out that 
I'm not having my students write weekly papers... they're 
going to fire me, because I'm not going along with 
company policy." He said, "If anybody asks you or 
challenges you, you tell them to come and talk to me." 
Then, Margaret said, "I realized I had the freedom to
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teach my way, and the security that I wasn't going to be 
tossed out on my ear because of this."
The perceived ethos of the department was quite 
strong, then. Even before she began teaching, Margaret 
resisted the efforts of some faculty members to steer her 
away from her perceptions. One faculty member, before 
she began teaching, stopped her in the hall and said, 
"Don't let them [the students] write personal 
narratives." Margaret, startled, thought, "That's what 
five-page weekly papers are!" and, she recalled, "That's 
all they wrote!"
In another instance, Margaret began grading papers 
"all the way through the semester," yet she didn't say 
anything to anyone else, believing that "that was not the 
accepted practice."
She felt, however, that each instructor in the 
department had evolved over time, as had the directors, 
who acknowledged that "we all teach differently, and it's 
okay."
Richard saw the divergent views in the department 
quite clearly. If you talked to one person, he said, 
"you'd think, 'never talk about structural or technical 
things.'" If you talked to someone else, "you'd think 
the opposite."
As a new teacher, he felt "a great support system" 
at UNH. His mentor "was helpful, but he didn't put
74
himself in my face. He'd see me once in a while. You 
know, we'd pass each other in the hall or something and 
he'd ask me how it was going, and if I had specific 
questions I’d go chase him down."
Like Margaret and Gretchen, Richard "made some 
assumptions... just from hearing people talk, about how 
the course was generally taught." "I can't recall 
anybody consciously saying to me, 'Okay, we just don't do 
that here.'" But he did feel that if he taught the 
course again, he would give it more structure and spend 
more time on "grammar and syntax and mechanical things."
He did have "a sense" that there were "certain 
things that I had to do in teaching the course," 
including teaching a novel and doing conferences. "I 
think the basic assumption was that there was going to be 
a lot of writing, that there had to be a lot of writing."
Richard himself wasn't sure where he picked up his 
ideas about how the course should be taught. He 
remembered the teaching packet he was given, but he felt 
the environment contributed more: "just talking to 
people, having courses with people who are teaching, 
people talking about conferences, people talking about 
final portfolios. You start picking things up."
In the 401 program, Richard had, he said,
...a sense of at least the broad outlines of what you 
were supposed to accomplish, who you could go to for 
all kinds of problems, and an opportunity to get
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together as a group, whether you took advantage of the 
opportunity or not, on a fairly regular basis.
Gretchen's perception of UNH was that it was "out 
there on the edge." She said, "There are certain 
individuals who come to UNH to learn about these cutting- 
edge techniques, and that one person comes back to his 
school or his college and says, 'I'm going to teach this 
way,' and everybody is so amazed. It's so unusual."
She said, "At UNH people love to talk about writing; 
there's a wonderful murmur of voices" in the third-floor 
halls. Yet she also wondered, "Why are we so self- 
absorbed?"
Like Richard, she felt some conflict between 
purposes. One force in the department wanted students to 
become professional writers; she believed students could 
write "decent papers" without striving to be E.B. White.
For her, there was "no pressure...no academic 
intimidation...no sense of competition, or whatever other 
word you care to add to that list, at UNH." But she 
still felt constrained to teach the course in a 
particular way. "I felt they wanted me to do it this 
way: don't teach grammar, stay away from rules, try to 
make friends with your students in conference."
Some of Gretchen and Richard's perceptions about 
obligations are explained in the material they were 
given. For instance, both felt they were "required" to 
use a novel, although they discovered that others in the
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department were not using a novel. The explanation lies 
in the letter they were sent. Tom Newkirk did indeed ask 
them to use a novel: "Normally I let individual
instructors pick their own books, but since time is so 
short I would like to suggest that you pick the Borzoi 
Reader (sixth edition) and one or two books from the 
following list [of novels].”
Meetings
Because Gretchen and Richard joined the department 
in the spring semester, they were not able to enroll for 
810, the course on teaching writing required of all new 
teaching assistants. Instead, they met weekly with the 
Director of Freshman English to discuss their teaching. 
In addition, they attended the weekly Tuesday staff 
meetings for 401/501 program.
The "newta” meetings were held in the student union 
building, in a small, stuffy room with paneled walls, a 
long conference table, rust-colored chairs, a picture of 
some dusky mosques, and a heater which rattled on no 
matter the season.
There was no stated agenda for the semester. Tom 
might begin by asking for their first impressions, or 
what writing problems they had been seeing, or for an 
update on their classes. He held a session on grading 
("not to standardize," but just to talk) and on the 
research paper, and occasionally asked them to try
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Ispecific assignments. One day before spring break, he 
said, "I want to hear a success story."
The new T.A.'s willingly talked about the course and 
their problems: "I just feel so strapped for time."
Their questions were specific, rising from their 
immediate classroom experience. For instance, "How do 
you tell a student his paper is boring?" "How do you 
know if something's working in class or if you're just 
paranoid?" "Is there a number of sources, or a variety 
of types of sources, for the research paper? When should 
I do it? Can I assign other writing while they're 
working on research?"
Tom answered their questions ("I've given a number 
before, say seven sources, for the research paper. You 
might talk to Bruce Ballenger about this, because he does 
it really well.") but mainly he nodded a lot ("Uh-huh, 
yes, uh-huh."). Several times he offered advice: Don't 
back down on your deadline for the research paper. 
Students need to hear themselves talk and your class may 
be the only one they can do it in. You need to visit 
other writing classes. It's difficult to explain to 
students that the complex rather than the simple is 
valued in university work.
The meetings were both therapeutic and informative 
in practical matters. They did not deal with public 
theory or private theory, but were designed to help this
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Imid-year batch of teachers get through their first 
semester.
Meetings of the 401/501 staff were held 
approximately every other week. Although attendance was 
mandatory, the airy classroom in Hamilton Smith Hall was 
rarely filled. Someone inside the department might make 
a presentation, such as an analysis of the purposes of 
reading in the course or how to teach the research paper. 
Occasionally people outside the department came in, like 
a member of the Counseling Center. Staff meetings were 
often forums for practical exercises in class. Even when 
they began on a theoretical note, they inevitably wound 
around to specific students and activities.
Generally, the instructors were the stabilizing 
force in the staff meetings. At one time, they had been 
asked to carry the meetings entirely by presenting to the 
rest of the staff. Even when people from outside the 
department spoke, the discussion was carried by 
instructors. Full faculty members rarely attended, since 
the bulk of Freshman English teaching was carried by 
T.A.'s and instructors. New T.A.'s seemed content to 
just listen.
The teachers who were most vocal, therefore, were 
understandably considered the "good" teachers in the 
department. Their expertise was evident in their 
conversations and their willingness to share their
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classrooms with everyone else--a move which entailed some 
risk.
In stark contrast to the exchanges in staff meetings 
is the isolation of the classroom. The limited 
instruction and guidance from administration coupled with 
the power of the talkative instructors at staff meetings 
contributed to the idea that "everybody else is doing 
something a particular way." Moat of the teachers were 
reluctant to say exactly what they were doing if it 
differed even slightly from material in staff meetings-- 
yet they did not conform, they simply remained silent, as 
Margaret did about grading.
Conceivably, the teachers could have taught any 
number of ways. They could have lectured, given daily 
grammar quizzes, shown movies, meditated, read Romeo and 
Juliet aloud. In actuality, they all held conferences, 
did in-class writing, used fiction, and wrote on student 
papers.
The freedom allowed by the directors was not 
perceived as true freedom. The new teachers seemed to 
believe that there still was a right way to teach the 
course which the senior instructors knew and they simply 
had to figure out. Freedom was seen as a lack of 
direction rather than space to truly develop the course 
as one wanted.
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As time passed, this belief changed. Margaret 
became confident in her own approach to teaching 401.
Even as their first semester ended, Richard and Gretchen 
planned changes for the next time around.
The constraints of the local environment affected
all the teachers in this study. Initially they chafed
under the requirements. Paradoxically, as they accepted
the parameters of their activities, they seemed to feel
more freedom to teach as they wanted. Holzner's
definition of "Zeitgeist" captures the situation of the
new teaching assistants:
Due to the state of culture in a particular period, 
often influenced by the authoritative word of the 
"experts," any period is characterized by a typical 
limitation of basic orientations and specific theories 
available in the culture as a whole. (87)
In terms of new teachers, the "experts" included a
mentor, instructors who spoke at staff meetings, Tom
Newkirk, and (historically) Murray. The teachers had a
whole range of other experts to rely on (teachers from
their past, books, other people in the field of
composition), but these experts exerted less influence
than the immediate environment.
The interplay of local environment and individual 
beliefs would constitute a fascinating study in any 
school or university. This research could be undertaken 
by outsiders or by members of a department themselves and
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would contribute to a greater understanding of local and 
larger societal structures.
I don't know which is stronger--1ocal constraints or 
individual beliefs. Probably the ratio changes with each 
set of historical and geographical circumstances. I do 
know there is a huge difference, as UNH demonstrates, 
between the options a field offers and the options a 




MARGARET: BREAD-MAKER, MOTHER, TEACHER
"Everything is food, but bread is the great mother"
(Hindu Scriptures)
As an ethnographer in Margaret Shirley's Freshman 
English classroom in the spring of 1990, I sought a 
metaphor to explain what I saw and to describe the 
relationship of theory to practice. The one which rose 
up was bread.
Imagine a loaf of bread warm from the oven, light 
golden brown, a slightly nutty aroma rising with the 
steam. Imagine I asked, "What part is the yeast?" "Where 
is the flour?" "Which is the water?" I might know all 
of those ingredients were in there somewhere, but 
separating them after the fact would be a difficult, 
somewhat artificial task.
Similarly, everything in Margaret's life is 
intertwined. Her first teaching experience is echoed in 
her current teaching experience, her teaching is 
inseparable from her personality, and her philosophy of 
teaching is her philosophy of life. The principle which 
binds the aspects of Margaret's life is one of process: 
she said, "I'm a process theologian, if I were to
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Iconsider myself a theologian: always progress, movement, 
change."
What follows is my attempt to isolate the 
ingredients of Margaret's classroom and to describe her 
theory and her practice--with the understanding that what 




Room 129/130 in Hamilton Smith Hall was a joint 
room, big and airy, often used for meetings and guest 
readings. Rows of windows lined two walls, offering a 
view of green hillside, student walkway, and the 
administration building. A tangle of wooden desks was 
clumped together in the back, so close together it was 
impossible to squeeze through them.
Margaret had the students extract their desks and 
form a circle near the front of the room. Initially they 
formed a half-circle, facing the podium, blackboard, and 
teacher's desk (which Margaret never used). Toward the 
end of the semester Margaret urged them to form a smaller 
circle nearer the windows, and the front of the room was 
then not so clearly delineated.
Hamilton Smith Hall housed most of the English 
classes on campus, and the first floor was always busy. 
Students chattered in the hall and traipsed out after
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Iearly dismissals from other classes; janitors whirred 
floor-buffing machines. Margaret always left the doors 
open, never noticing the noise.
"The Cook”
A Portrait of Margaret 
Margaret might be described as someone who "dresses 
like a nun out of habit," or, as one of her students 
said, like "a granola grandmother." Her typical school 
attire was a blouse and pleated skirt, sometimes worn 
with a vest or adorned by a gold pendant necklace. Her 
shoulder-length hair, once chestnut but turned a good 
deal grey in front, refused to stay in a pageboy.
An energetic person, Margaret rose at 4:30 or 5:00 
each morning to read, write in her journal, or bake. She 
made granola for her daughter as well as bread, muffins, 
and cornbread. She made healthy products, with bran and 
whole wheat, and she used maple syrup for sweetener 
because it was manufactured by students in the work 
program at a school three of her children attended. The 
products she gave away to friends: six muffins to the 
English department secretary, half a pan of cornbread to 
me, several slices of bread to a friend. During the time 
I worked with Margaret, she gave me baked goods on half a 
dozen occasions.
Fifty-six years old in 1990, Margaret was graduated 
from the University of Vermont with a BS in Elementary
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Education in 1955 and immediately began teaching first 
grade. Her teaching career was interrupted by marriage 
and children, as was her education: she said, "I was 
going to get my Master’s in teaching reading, but I had 
another baby instead."
Margaret also studied to be a priest, but terminated 
those studies, in part because she didn't want to take 
time away from her four children. Her children are John, 
29, studying to be a chef; Jim, 28, a data processing 
consultant; Susan, 25, manager of a clothing store; and 
Tom, 23, a recent graduate in history from Middlebury 
College in Vermont. John and Susan were adopted.
Margaret began teaching at UNH in 1983 as a teaching 
assistant. After graduating with an MS in Teaching 
English, she was asked to stay on as an instructor. Her 
courses included 401, 501, and Women's Studies. "I have 
always taught, in one way or another," she said. "If I 
had been able to talk when I came out of my mother's 
womb, I'd have told the doctor and nurses what they were 
doing wrong and how they could have done it better."
In class, Margaret had an authoritative, energetic 
presence. She marched into the room, and spoke in a 
clear, loud voice. On the second day a student was late 
and Margaret said, "Do not be late to class again." Her 
tone admitted no argument. The student was never late 
again.
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In a 1986 paper written for a career counseling
course, Margaret reflected on why she was a teacher:
If my primary need is to share what I know, even in 
informal situations, like explaining the entire 
punctuation system to my daughter when all she wants 
to know is whether or not she should use a comma or a 
semi-colon after a dependent clause, then my secondary 
need, nearly as strong as the first, is the need to 
improve both myself and others as teachers and 
1 earners.
In addition, she wrote, "I have a need to perform before 
an audience," a quality which she believed "all 
successful teachers possess."
Margaret was a person of epiphanies: in 1970, after 
fifteen years of marriage, she had a brief affair--"my 
Great Awakening," she said--with a man who acknowledged 
her mind as well as her body. She became a feminist in 
1970, tracing her mental, physical, emotional, and 
spiritual involvement with the women's movement to the 
Women's March in New York City on August 26 of that year. 
In a note to me about her background, she wrote that in 
1972, "I declared my freedom and independence from a 
controlling substance [alcohol], and when I told [my 
husband] to leave three years after that turning point, I 
declared my autonomy from a controlling person."
In 1985, alone at home in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, 
Margaret experienced chest pains. Unable to get 
downstairs, she didn't call the ambulance, the doctor, or 
anyone else, but lay down on the bed, waited, and 
thought. She didn't think about not having written the
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Great American Novel, as she later was surprised to 
remember--she thought about relationships: her children, 
students, and friends. After that, she became 
disciplined about her health. She lost twenty-five 
pounds, began exercising, and eating healthy foods (one 
reason for baking her own bread).
Also because of that incident, Margaret re-evaluated 
what was important to her. She acknowledged the strength 
of the personal relationships in her life, yet 
simultaneously attempted to disengage herself from too 
much involvement. In short, she wanted to sustain a 
healthy, nurturing, "mothering" relationship with her 
children and her students, without losing her own 
identity.
Such a stance is difficult, particularly for a
person who invests so much of herself in whatever she
attempts. To illustrate the difference between her
attachment to students as a beginning teacher and her
attachment in the present, Margaret told two stories:
Five years ago, when she was going through her second
divorce, a student came into conference:
[She] started to cry in the middle of it: her 
grandfather had just died. And she said, 'Do you know 
how hard it is to lose someone?' And I held myself 
together, but after she left, I cried and cried and 
cried.
Now, this semester I had one of those 401 students 
come in and tell me stories about her life. Her 
parents abused her. She didn't tell me much at all, 
just skimmed over it. Oh, it was so painful to think
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Iof the childhood that she experienced. But it has 
nothing to do with me; I didn't cry with her, I didn't 
cry later. I was very sad for her and that she's in 
so much pain now because of it, but it's her pain and 
she's dealing with it.
Margaret felt that she had learned to distance 
herself from her students, but the stories she told 
suggested that she became emotionally more healthy 
herself. Her reaction to the first student was fueled 
more by identification ("I have my own loss") than 
sympathy ("oh you poor thing"). Later, her emotions were 
not as easily triggered by students' stories in 
conference.
But she still became strongly attached to students. 
For instance, Jonathan, a student in the first class she 
taught at UNH, died in a bicycle/truck accident the 
semester I was in Margaret's class. Margaret cried for 
days upon hearing the news, dug out Jon's old papers and
re-read them, put the funeral announcement on her office
door, and talked at length to one of Jon's friends (with 
whom she also kept in contact).
Margaret’s relationships with students were both 
personal and professional, and much of the satisfaction 
she gained from teaching came from those personal 
connections. She loved to laugh and to swap stories with 
people. She liked to watch all of her students grow and
change, arrive at UNH and then graduate. She wanted to
know "the end of the story," to see what happened to them 
after they left her class. She said that many of her
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Istudents still called her, crying or jubilant or 
uncertain, to catch her up on their lives or (her 
favorite news) invite her to a wedding.
She kept an ongoing list of a dozen or so students 
with whom she wanted to stay in contact. This practice, 
like so many of Margaret's behaviors, began in her first 
semester of teaching. She had told a student who wrote a 
paper about drinking and suicide, "After the semester is 
over, let's have lunch and talk." The two continue to 
write letters.
Every student in Margaret's 401 section, however, 
was given this same sort of personal attention. She made 
it a practice to send birthday greetings to her students 
during their sophomore year, to let them know that 
"somebody on this big campus knows who they are and is 
thinking about them." Of the more than 500 students 
Margaret had taught, she said she remembered "most of 
them." She recalled their first names, the sound of 
their voices, and usually some tidbit about their lives.
Lester Fisher, Margaret's mentor and instructor in a 
number of courses, said of her, "She likes to mother 
people." He mentioned that she was a recovered 
alcoholic, religious, and she wanted to help people. He 
also wondered whether Margaret used teaching "as a dodge" 
from her own writing, which he described as "powerful."
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IAnother epiphany illustrated Margaret's growth and 
the interconnection of her life, learning, and teaching. 
In 1972, Margaret declared herself an alcoholic and 
stopped drinking. Eighteen years later, that decision 
still reverberated. Margaret felt she had "a great deal 
to make up for" to her children, but because they were 
grown and not in need of the mothering she wanted to 
give, Margaret was able to focus more on her students. 
(One student said that when Margaret found out his mother 
had died a few years earlier, she invited him to her home 
on Mother's Day.)
Although Margaret felt that her alcoholism did not 
affect her teaching much, she recounted that a student 
once told her, "Margaret, you are very controlling." She 
said, "I understand that better now than I did then; I'm 
working on that."
Because she stopped drinking so long ago, Margaret 
was comfortable telling her students about her 
experiences. In an introductory exercise, she described 
her alcoholism as something that made her unique. She 
also felt free to confront students who appeared to have 
drug or alcohol problems, giving them advice as "someone 
who's been there." And, tying her own life into her 
teaching and encouraging students to work hard during the 
semester, she told them, "You can do pretty much anything 




The staples of Margaret's classroom were 
freewriting, notetaking, student reading, and handouts. 
All of these activites began in the first week and 
continued throughout the semester.
Initially, Margaret was all business. She had a 
number of things she wanted to cover, information she 
wanted to convey, and she didn't mince words. She was 
not cold or unapproachable, but she gave a businesslike 
impression and was specific about what she wanted 
students to do. In response, the students were obedient 
and subdued, but that demeanor did not last the semester. 
One day in April when Margaret entered the room and said, 
"Let's get started freewriting," no one paid any 
attention. The students continued chatting until 11:12, 
when Margaret banged her hand on the podium, smiled, and 
said, "Okay, freewriting. You can't write when other 
people are talking. Write now, talk later."
Other activites in the class also were established 
the first day. First Margaret sent around her record 
book so students could sign the attendance sheet. Then 
she wrote, in the back-slant typical of left-handers, the 






Other Activities (discussion, reading, writing,
etc. )
Later in the semester, she added items of general 
interest ("International Women's Day" or "Vincent Van 
Gogh died 100 years ago today" or "Peanut butter was 
invented") or assignments for the next class ("Bring #2 
pencil" or "Research paper due").
The student reader also learned to get at the board 
early to write down a quote from the book s/he had 
chosen, as well as the title and author.
Freewriting lasted for ten minutes or so; 
occasionally Margaret skipped it if she thought she had 
too much to do. Students signed up for a date to do 
their reading, which also lasted about ten minutes (five 
minutes for the reading, five for discussion and written 
evaluations). After that, in-class activities varied 
widely, depending on what written assignments were due 
and what the reading was.
Assignments included interviews; a response to Write 
to Learn; library research and quiz; research proposal, 
paper, and self-assessment; paper on reading; personal 
narrative; and a variety of smaller writing assignments.
In-class activities ran the gamut from large-group 
discussions of the reading or activity, to small-group 
work (brainstorming or discussing), to work in pairs or 
alone (interviewing, responding to topics, revising). 
Sometimes Margaret left the groups alone and read through
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her notes or talked to me. Other times she walked from 
group to group and talked.
Often she led the class through one of the many 
handouts she had developed over the years. These 
handouts were like her own writing textbook. She gave 
students her best advice on every activity she asked them 
to do. For instance, on the second day she distributed 
her handout for the regular activities (Appendix B).
Later on, she gave them handouts on interview techniques, 
research paper guidelines, punctuation,
1eads/endings/descriptions/figurative 1anguage, 
organization, and getting started. Other handouts 
included sample papers, checklists, and upcoming due 
dates.
A few students mentioned the handouts in their 
course evaluations, responding positively to the time 
spent on them. One student wrote, "She makes boring 
ditto's come to life a little with cartoons." Most of 
the handouts were embellished with a "Calvin & Hobbes" 
cartoon, a favorite of Margaret's because she thought of 
one of her sons as Calvin. One handout had a "Dennis the 
Menace" cartoon on it: Dennis, coming in from outside, 
was telling his mother, "I've had it up to here with 
Margaret!" Reading it out loud to the class, Margaret 
said that a student, fed up with the course and the
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Iresearch paper at the end, had brought it in--"and she 
meant it! But we made friends."
From the first day on, Margaret exposed the seams of 
her classroom to the students. Their first exercise was 
to look at an article entitled "The Mosaic Thing." She 
told the students she would not call on them to read, but 
that she wanted someone who felt like it to read the 
first paragraph, someone else to read the second, and so 
on. People did volunteer, one right after another with 
no long silences, and Margaret said "Thank you," to each 
person.
She evoked the same principle for the introductions. 
She asked students to pair up and interview one another, 
and afterwards to present themselves to the rest of the 
class, when they felt like it, without her calling on 
them. She sat at the back of the room taking notes, 
partially to prevent them from looking to her for further 
instructions and partially to begin building her personal 
file on them. Later on in the semester, she reviewed her 
notes to see if she needed to check in with anybody ("Is 
your mother out of the hospital?" for instance).
Later on, when students balked at self-propelled 
activity, Margaret reiterated to them her own role. At 
one point she had asked students to read their 
paraphrases of a quotation but there was no response. 
"They're all different," she said, and two people
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volunteered. "One more," she said. Silence. After a 
bit, she said, "Knowing how important eye contact is to 
me, you can guess why I'm looking at the floor, waiting 
for someone to start." Whenever students became 
reluctant to talk, Margaret went back to her initial 
instructions about her own non-interference, requesting 
that they take action themselves, saying explicitly that 
she was or was not going to look at people.
On the second day, Margaret had students fill out a 
record-keeping sheet on themselves (Appendix C), a device 
which she said "saves me hours of paperwork." Whenever 
she gave an assignment to students, she proceeded in the 
same methodical way. Usually, she had a handout already 
prepared, which she read aloud and embellished. 
Invariably, though, her directions were specific, 
thorough, and clear.
At one point Margaret asked students during class to 
number each paragraph in an essay, for "quick reference" 
in the discussion, an activity which ended up taking more 
time than the discussion itself. Another day she showed 
them her own reading text, marked up with various 
highlighters, and told them, "This is the easiest way to 
find things; whether you're writing a paper or whatever, 
you can find the information quickly if you highlight 
with different colored markers."
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In giving instructions for the research paper, 
Margaret held to rigid due dates ("We're on a tight 
schedule here and you simply must have it done") and 
listed appropriate sources as well as "no-no's" (Life. 
Look. USA Today. National Enquirer. TV Guide).
When students wrote their end-of-semester course 
evaluations, Margaret was solicitous, telling them what 
to expect and asking them to think about what they wanted 
to say. She helped them fill in the information section 
of the form (course number, section, etc.) and told them 
to circle "discussion" rather than "lecture" to describe 
the course. "I don't lecture," she said, and then, after 
a few twitters broke out, "at least not in the way they 
mean it." Clearly, she had been giving advice.
Most students responded positively to Margaret's 
clarity and precise instructions. One wrote in an 
evaluation, though, that she "preached to us like we were 
in kindergarten" and was offended when Margaret brought 
in cookies and milk or asked the class to draw stick 
figures to represent their research papers.
Everything that Margaret asked her students to do 
she had already done herself at some point. She knew 
they would dislike the library tour and quiz, but she 
could say to them in class, "I did it myself." She had 
already taken the tour and looked up the information she 
requested they look up.
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She modeled a reading for them from "The Seven 
Pillars of Wisdom" by Ved Mehta, speaking loudly, 
clearly, and with expression. She again exposed the 
seams of her thinking, showing them how she had cut some 
passages and rewritten a transition. When she asked 
students to paraphrase a quote, she did her own 
paraphrase on the board, scribbling, crossing out, 
writing from her head and not from notes.
Always Margaret was thinking about the class.
Someone in her Women's Studies course wrote a paper about 
The Color Purple, one of the books for 401, so Margaret 
brought it in as a model. Once she said, "I heard some 
Grateful Dead on the radio the other day! It's so laid- 
back!" She had been thinking of a 401 student writing 
his research paper on the Grateful Dead. And one day 
while riding the bus to school, Margaret saw one of her 
students on a fraternity-house lawn, drinking a beer.
She thought, "He's probably not thinking about English 
the way that I am."
In her dealings with students, Margaret was relaxed 
and comfortable, and she made a conscious effort to draw 
them out. When she asked a question, she usually wanted a 
real answer, as when she asked one day in April, "Do you 
want to say anything more about this essay before we 
leave it?" She waited a full minute before moving on.
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After one student read from The Boz by Brian 
Bosworth, Margaret said, "The Boz! I know who that is." 
She wondered if the student got the book from a former 
student who also read from it. She asked, "Was the book 
that funny all the way through?" Her comments after a 
student reading were invariably non-threatening. She 
went out of her way to draw attention away from the 
reading performance, asking: "What happened next?" "What 
was the publication date?" "Why did you choose this 
book?"
Occasionally she asked more compelling questions, as 
when one student read The Giving Tree by Shel 
Silverstein. The student said she read it because her 
mother read it to her. Margaret said, "But there are a 
lot of things going on under the surface. Why is the 
protagonist male and the tree female? Is that the way 
relationships are traditionally structured?" A minor 
hubbub ensued, after which Margaret said, "It's a 
question....Maybe it's parental qualities which are the 
issue. Is the tree happy to give so much?" But 
generally she simply let the reading go after a few 
innocuous questions.
Margaret held ten-minute conferences with the 
students every other week; I taped one day of conferences 
in April. She usually began by asking what the student 
wanted to talk about. Usually the student didn't know,
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so Margaret began. She asked if the student understood 
her comments on the research paper and the self- 
assessment. Then the discussion moved to the class 
itself. Margaret said, "Other people in class suggested 
that we write topics on the board," or "Both groups of 
three said they preferred it to working in pairs." The 
discussion then centered on how to make the process of 
writing a collaborative research paper easier on the 
students--more helpful, more productive.
At some point in each conference, Margaret asked if 
there were any "questions, problems, anything you want to 
talk about--that I can help you with?" The response was 
generally, "No, not really," followed by a question about 
what was upcoming in class.
She didn't ask many personal questions. She told 
one student her outfit was pretty, and they talked about 
spring and the Boston Marathon. With another student she 
talked about fraternities, telling him, "based on my 
experience," pledging contributed to low grades.
Overall, Margaret's conferences (at least on this 
one day) were conversations about the course itself. She 
had already made written comments on the papers and given 
specific suggestions for revision. Since she had 
shortened her conference time and decided to become less 
involved in her students' lives, the conferences were not 
focused on the student, or on the student's writing, but
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on the class, a sort of mutual "how are we doing" 
session.
Margaret ended the semester the way she began, 
having students read aloud from Write to Learn, without 
calling on people but letting them jump in when they 
wanted to. She gave a dollar bill to one student who 
volunteered to follow Margaret's lead and name everybody 
in the room. She gave muffins to the two people in class 
with perfect attendance. Of course her parting words 
were "Stay in touch."
Three words appeared regularly in Margaret's 401 
evaluations for that semester: compassionate, fun, and 
clear. Students picked up on her personal interest in 
them: "Margaret is there if you need someone to talk 
with," and "She had a personal relationship with everyone 
in the class." They were impressed by her willingness to 
listen and to compromise. She made the class 
comfortable, they said, and kept their interest through 
the variety of writing assignments. Two recurring 
comments illustrate the major theme of the evaluations: 




I present Margaret's "theory" in outline form for 
the sake of clarity. The three major principles numbered
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below emerged clearly in both her statements and in her 
behavior. The lettered "subcategories" are more 
specific. As I noted initially, however, attempting to 
isolate ingredients is an artifical enterprise.
Margaret's theory and practice were intertwined.
As with her classroom activities, Margaret's beliefs 
about teaching writing encompassed both the personal and 
professional: she wanted her students to succeed 
academically, but her own interest in them was intensely 
personal. Three beliefs govern Margaret’s view of 
writing:
1. The Purposes of Writing
Margaret said, "Writing is a way of getting to know 
yourself, know who you are, what kind of person you are. 
It's a way of expressing yourself to yourself and to 
other people." Primarily, then, she believed the purpose 
of writing was expression. But Margaret also believed 
that writing was communication: "letting other people 
know what you think, how you feel--1etting yourself 
know." Writing was personal discovery ("letting yourself 
know") but could also be geared toward academics 
("letting other people know what you think"). Finally, 
writing was growth: "It's a way of growing, maturing." 
Such growth could be either academic or personal, or 
both.
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Her specific goal for 401 was to prepare students to 
do other writing in their college courses. She believed 
that some other instructors wanted students to become 
professional writers, but she found that unrealistic.
She wanted "to get through all that work we have to do," 
and have the students do it reasonably well.
In 1985 she wrote a paper on "the central mission of
401," describing its purpose:
...to teach college students how to read critically, 
how to write plainly, how to think clearly, how to 
listen attentively, how to talk expressively, and how 
to evaluate objectively. On the other hand, the goal 
is to prepare students to take responsibility for 
their own written and spoken discourse.
She also mentioned students' success in college and their
growth into adulthood.
2. Goals in Her Own Classroom
Margaret described her goals for her classroom: "I 
want [the students] to mature, grow, as human beings, as 
thinkers, writers, readers. I want them to stop watching 
t.v., and read and write. I want them to have experience 
talking, expressing themselves."
She geared class activities toward those ends: "They 
read in class, they talk in class, they write. I want 
them to take responsibility for their learning." She 
hoped that "by the time they leave at the end of the 
semester, I would like them to be able to write a paper 
for any department, for any professor, without my help."
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A number of times during the semester she said that 
students might not realize the value of a certain 
activity at that point, but it would become clear to them 
later. She cited former students who thanked her for 
forcing them to do the library tour, or who found that 
learning "what a focus was" helped them write in other 
cl asses.
By offering structured assignments and specific 
suggestions for revision, Margaret wanted to instill 
discipline, listening skills, and, ultimately, 
independence in her students. Initially she was quite 
strict:
At first I'm very careful to tell them, for example, 
that in Chapter 1 of Write to Learn they have to read 
it, write a summary and response which is one-third 
summary and two-thirds response. And if they don't do
it that way, they have to do it again. Many of them
do it half-and-half or one way or the other. It has
to be done exactly the way I told them.
As the semester progressed, she loosened up. She 
said, "at the end of the semester the length is optional, 
sometimes even the paper is optional, sometimes the 
revision is optional. So really it’s very structured and 
then I let go, let go, let go."
Margaret learned through trial and error that 
students needed more structure than she thought. She 
said, "At first, when I first started teaching, I did the 
opposite. I gave them too much freedom and they didn't 
know what to do any more than I knew what to do. I
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just...said 'Write about whatever you want to write 
about.' And I think they were lost."
Another goal for Margaret was to give her students a 
positive experience in learning, because she believed 
that positive experiences, like getting good grades, 
becoming acquainted with other students, knowing the 
instructor cared about you, and learning about yourself, 
motivated students to stay in school. Margaret said, 
"Every success elevates you a little bit and leads to 
another success; or if you have a setback, if you’ve had 
enough successes then you can handle that setback and try 
again."
To facilitate those positive experiences, Margaret 
gave students easier assignments early on, did lots of 
exercises where they worked together, and asked about 
their lives. She said, "it's important for me to know 
who they are, what they think, how they think, why they 
behave as they do."
The students I interviewed defined Margaret's goals 
as follows: "She's trying to get us to fine-tune our 
writing." "She's trying to stimulate our minds to create 
our own writing style, within the guidelines she's set," 
and "She wants to get students to think about what 
they're writing."
Further, in course evaluations students said that 
they learned "many things," including focus, description
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and detail, "the three D's of lively writing," 
organization, writing with less clutter, using the 
library, and to "pity the poor reader."
Some minor notes of discord appeared. One student 
commented that Margaret told them "exactly what we need 
to do to make our writings better. What hasn't been 
clear to me is exactly how to go about doing so." The 
other wrote, "She presented something but never actually 
taught us."
3. The Role of the Teacher
Margaret defined a teacher as someone "who helps 
other people do what they want to do, become what they 
want to be, learn what they want to learn. Not to do it 
for them. To show them, help them, to evaluate how they 
do, to help them do it better."
One way Margaret enacted her role was in grading 
papers, where she evaluated and made "fine-tuning" 
comments and suggestions. Margaret marked papers: 
deleted or moved around words and phrases, circled 
spelling errors, changed passive constructions to active, 
inserted or deleted punctuation. She asked a lot of 
questions: "Why?" "Who?" "Who says?" "When? Tell your 
reader." "What situation? Be specific." Nearly always 
she commented on focus: "Where's your focus? I can't find 
one," or "Expand Paragraph 2 to support your focus" or 
"Idea in focus is fine, but you need to explain more
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Ithoroughly. Put your thinking on the page. Use examples 
from the book."
She graded papers to give students a "benchmark, to 
give them something to judge how they're progressing, to 
give them an idea of what they still need to do."
Margaret's other beliefs about writing and teaching 
writing, often dealing with specific areas, spilled out 
in her conversation and in her actions.
a. Writing, she said, involves different stages: 
prewriting, collecting, focusing, drafting, and revision. 
As one of her texts, Margaret used Write to Learn, in 
which these identical stages are discussed. She 
acknowledged that she got the terms from that book, but 
said she saw those stages in her own writing process and 
the principles "are really ingrained in me now. And I 
don't know any other way to write. Or to teach writing." 
When she taught writing to her students, she introduced 
them to Murray's stages, and she gave them exercises that 
worked within those stages.
Prom Margaret's explanation, it seems that she 
discovered Murray's schema and it fit into her own 
beliefs and actions at that point. Therefore, she 
incorporated the terminology, as a way to examine her own 
writing and to explain writing to students.
b. The idea of "process writing" produces results 
quickly. Margaret said, "It's a good way for me to
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write, it's a good way for me to teach. It’s easy to 
teach, it produces results quickly...it makes sense." 
Because Margaret found the idea of "process" so 
appealing, she introduced her students, through their 
reading and exercises, to that ideology.
c. "You're not going to be a writer unless you 
write." Margaret had read many books by professional 
writers, and the one important principle she gleaned from 
each of them was this: "You have to write every day. Do 
it." She quoted Annie Dillard: "Spend it all." She 
encouraged her students to write regularly, primarily by 
asking them to freewrite at the beginning of each class 
period.
d. There is, however, no "one right way to do it." 
Margaret said that every person's process of writing is 
unique, and subject to change depending on circumstances. 
(One student, however, (the one who felt like a 
kindergartener) wrote, "She knows what she's talking 
about, but she's too set in her ways, there's never 
another way besides Margaret's ways.")
e. Audience is important. "Pity your poor reader," 
Margaret often said in class. "You may be writing for 
yourself but you're not going to get published unless 
you're writing for others, too." Publication was 
important for Margaret: she admired published writers, 
particularly people she knew and worked with, and her own
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publication of a short story and two nonfiction pieces in 
Catalvst gratified her immensely.
f. Reading is an adjunct to writing. When she
first began teaching, Margaret considered herself a 
writing teacher. Later she began to realize the 
importance of reading and called herself a reading and 
writing teacher. She used a variety of reading in the 
course, as a springboard for both writing and discussion.
g. Two important aspects of writing are focus and
avoiding sentence fragments. To explain focus, she 
brought in Oreo cookies and milk one day and asked, "What 
is the focus of this cookie?" She also showed them a 
pencil and asked, "What is the focus of this object?
What part makes it useful as a tool or useless if it's 
missing?" The students concluded that the point of the 
pencil was like the point of a paper.
Of sentence fragments Margaret said, "I hate 
sentence fragments. I tell them that's Boston Globe 
writing, and if they want to write sentence fragments 
when they write for the Boston Globe, they can write that 
way. But first, they should write in complete sentences 
and learn the rules, and then break them."
h. Students learn writing through models; 
therefore, Margaret gave her students handouts. On 
leads, for instance, she told them, "You can write like
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this, too." She also gave them copies of sample
research papers, sample response-to-reading papers, and
sample personal narratives. In addition, she modeled
through behavior: her students saw her freewriting,
looked at her messy drafts, listened to her talk about
having writer's block.
i. While the student must begin the process of
writing, she or he must move beyond the personal.
Margaret tried to get students to
think about what they're reading, think about what 
they're writing, think about what they're learning, 
think about themselves, think about the world, and 
think about how they are not the center of the 
universe, that other people have different viewpoints 
that are just as valid as theirs are...They didn't 
invent themselves...they have a history. We as a 
civilization have a history.
In class, in conference, and on papers, Margaret pushed
students to think more fully about what they said, and
judging by the evaluations, it worked. "She makes the
students think hard about anything we have to write
about," one said. Another wrote, "She really challenged
me to produce my best work."
"Kneading"
The Relationship Between Theory and Practice 
The metaphor which exemplifies for me the 
relationship between Margaret's theory and her practice 
is that of bread. The yeast adds lightness, the flour 
adds texture and richness, and the result is nutritious 
and satisfying--"the staff of life."
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Yet the metaphor cannot hold. It is possible to 
identify exactly flour, yeast, water, shortening, salt.
It is possible to trace the origins of each ingredient.
It is possible to replicate loaves of bread of uniform 
quality. In looking at a classroom, though, how does one 
identify which part is what, where they came from, and 
how they interact?
What I did was to ask the cook. My most frequent 
question to Margaret over the course of the study was, 
"Why did you do that?" She always had an answer, and she 
was adept at articulating for me--and for her students-- 
the relationship between her practice and her theory.
Whenever she did an activity in class, Margaret 
usually told the students why she did it and what they 
would gain from it. For instance, her initial handout on 
the regular activities of the course explained how she 
wanted things done, and she explained in class why.
Freewriting: She was after fluency. She wanted to
get students writing. In addition, she wanted to get 
their minds into the classroom and she used freewriting 
as an attitude adjuster. Also, she wanted to give them a 
record of what happened in their lives during that first 
semester of college.
Note-taking: Margaret wanted a record of each class
from a student's point of view, so she could check it 
against her own perception. She wanted to find out how
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engaged the note-taker was. And finally, it was 
eminently practical: absent students could get 
assignments and catch up by looking at the notes, and she 
didn't have to take time explaining what they missed.
Student Reading: First and foremost, Margaret
wanted students to read more. She hoped hearing the 
readings would pique their curiosity enough that they 
would look for the whole work, at least occasionally.
She also wanted them to hear their voices in the 
classroom, to learn to listen carefully, and to find out 
what kind of reading they liked. Further, she told them, 
"You might have to do this in another class sometime."
For other activities in the class, Margaret gave no 
explanation to the students but readily supplied one when 
I asked her. For example, during the first week she 
engaged in a variety of "name-dropping," mentioning 
various people during the course of conversation (like 
people in the Preface of Write to Learn; professors in 
the department; Marcy Carsey, a UNH alumnae and producer 
of "The Cosby Show"). She did this, she said, in order 
to get "real people" into an academic setting, to break 
up the flow of mundane instructions, and to suggest to 
students that "maybe they can become a Murray or a Larkin 
or a Carsey."
Conceivably Margaret could have been name-dropping 
unconsciously, without thinking of why she was doing it.
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But she selected the article on Marcy Carsey beforehand 
in order to xerox it to students, and she did intend to 
show them that some famous people were graduated from 
UNH. There was a distinct purpose to Margaret's 
behavior, even though she hadn't articulated it before I 
asked her.
Occasionally Margaret seemed less sure of why she 
chose a particular activity, although after she thought 
about it she came up with reasons. One day she had the 
students write a list of similarities and differences 
between "Death of a Pig" and A Day No Pigs Would Die.
When I asked why, she said, "I was afraid you were going 
to ask that." Then, "It's something that's easy for them 
to do. It's a way for them to make connections between 
authors, between an essay and a book. They have to think 
about the reading in detail. And they get the chance to
talk in a group, so shyer people get a chance, too."
A similar episode occurred when Margaret asked 
students to summarize a short piece she had read to them 
about popcorn. The students themselves asked why they 
had done it, and during the next class Margaret told 
them: to see whether anybody was listening, to see 
whether they could get information through their ears and 
on to the paper, because it was light and easy, and they 
were tired from their research papers, and to see whether
they could do a one-sentence summary.
113
Margaret was able to list reasons for her activity, 
and I'm certain she could do the same for any specific 
activity she did in class. The connection between theory 
and practice, however, seems ambiguous. In this case, 
the theory seems to be following the practice--but the 
next time that Margaret uses this activity, surely she 
will do it consciously, to achieve these particular ends.
One pattern which both some students and I noticed 
in Margaret's teaching was that she sometimes taught by 
telling. Her handouts, designed to transmit information 
to students, operated on the principle that hearing about 
certain information (and seeing it modeled, perhaps, as 
in the "Leads" handout) enabled students to do the same 
things themselves and write better.
For three sessions in February, Margaret read aloud 
from Corbett's Little English Handbook. She was 
attempting to answer questions about the research paper 
by directing students to the relevant sections in 
Corbett. She said she did it as a matter of convenience, 
thinking they probably wouldn't read it but wanting them 
to know it was there. She was willing to risk their 
boredom because she felt it was important for them to 
know where the information was.
This activity perplexed me. (In fact, I think it 
surprised Margaret also. She wrote, after reading this 
section, "Horrors! Three sessions?") If Margaret wanted
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Ito point students to the text, why not say, "If you have 
questions, read Corbett." Why did she spend three 
classes embellishing on what was in the text? Perhaps 
she felt that her voice, reading the material, would 
emphasize its importance. Perhaps she read the 
information to them because she couldn't think of any 
other way to teach it, or perhaps she didn't think much 
about it and simply did it.
The Corbett example, the large number of handouts, 
and the directive remarks on student papers suggest 
transmissive teaching, with Margaret as the conduit of 
information between text and student. Her verbal 
remarks, then, do not fully reflect her beliefs. That 
is, her reasons for reading Corbett certainly are true.
A larger pattern suggested in her behavior, unarticulated 
by Margaret, is that one can teach people by telling them 
what they need to know.
The definition of theory from Chapter II helps 
explain the incident. Margaret was behaving in 
accordance with her theory. The outer ring maintained, 
"Students need to know the information in Corbett." The 
more powerful inner ring influenced how she implemented 
the outer belief. Her theory, then, is consistent with 
her behavior.
The "problem" occurred when the theory was 
articulated. If I hadn't mentioned it, Margaret probably
115
would not have thought about her behavior. When she read 
the draft of this chapter, Margaret wrote, "My father's 
teaching advice to me was based on the military method-- 
tell them, show them, and let them do it. I wonder 
whether I do too much telling and showing but not enough 
letting them do it. What do you think?"
I think that observation and reflection allowed 
Margaret to analyze her unarticulated theory and to 
reconsider her actions. Theory, practice, and reflection 
must all work together for effective teacher change.
"The Douah Bubbles"
Theory Sources. Change, and Reflection-in-Action
Bread dough rises almost miraculously. It bubbles 
and puffs, a living mass, and when it is baked it 
solidifies. Looking at teacher-change in an experienced 
teacher is like imagining the dough while looking at the 
bread. My talks with Margaret and my perusal of her 
first teaching journal gave rise to the following 
description of her evolution in theory, practice, and 
reflection.
Childhood environment affects general attitudes.
For instance, Margaret’s father taught her "how to be a 
person" in her own right. She also recalled an intense 
reading environment: "We were always encouraged to read," 
she said. "When I went to elementary school, I walked 
back and forth four times a day. I read the whole time,
116
walking. It never occurred to me that if I ran home I 
could sit and read and be comfortable. But I've always 
been a reader."
School experiences exert much influence on teaching 
practice. Margaret credited Mrs. Denney, her sixth grade 
teacher, for teaching her "to ask a question and then 
wait for an answer, and if none is forthcoming or if it 
is wrong, to ask a different way, wait again, and 
finally, if necessary, to guide the responder who is 
closest to the mark."
Margaret recalled her courses at UNH, crediting 
individual teachers with motivating her and teaching her 
specifics of the writing craft. She said, "I was very 
interested in writing when I came here. I came here to 
learn how to write. And as a result of being a T.A., I 
learned how to teach."
Margaret's 401 class resembles almost completely the
first writing course she took at UNH, an Introduction to
Prose Writing class taught by Ian Mackenzie. In her
journal, Margaret recalled:
We wrote 5-page papers every week, narratives, non­
fiction, based on experiences we had had in our lives. 
Ian read our papers before our conferences each week 
and then discussed our writing with us....In our 
conferences he asked what we wanted to talk about, 
what we were going to do next with our papers. He 
asked why we had written on this subject, what 





Mackenzie also gave Margaret specific advice after she 
began teaching. In October, 1983 he visited her office 
and "suggested coming down hard on people who aren't 
doing the work, suggested explaining more about why they 
do specific in-class and homework assignments, suggested 
having small groups report back to the whole class."
Teachers teach the way they were taught. Margaret 
wrote in a paper for a career counseling course, "I share 
with my students what I've learned from my teachers." 
Particularly she noted the influence of Lester Fisher, 
who taught her to "demand and accept from my students 
nothing less than excellence, and...to be tough but 
fair." She surprised herself while talking to students,
because she heard "his words coming through my voice."
Lester Fisher "was probably the most influential for 
my teaching writing, because he was my 810 teacher, and 
then I also took two literature courses with him," 
Margaret said. She acknowledged that she learned a great 
deal from Lester, "but I think my course is my own now.
At some point you think your mentor may not be ideal, and
you try your own stuff."
Margaret wondered if she would be a different 
teacher if she had had a different professor for 810. 
Lester asked the T.A.'s in 810 to do a teaching journal, 
a syllabus, a revised syllabus, and every assignment they
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asked their 401 students to do. In October, 1983,
Margaret wrote in her teaching journal:
As a result of Wednesday's 810 class, I see a 
connection between feeling and thinking, a 
relationship between them, an interdependence, a 
meshing. I now see thinking going on in my students' 
papers that I never saw before but has always been 
there. I feel as if I've progressed as a thinker this 
week. And I can see more clearly. I think I was more 
helpful in conference.
Other teachers in the department were helpful in 
minor matters. Margaret learned revision techniques from 
Bruce Ballenger. Sandy Morse, another teacher and 
friend, helped Margaret understand "what I'm doing and 
why. For instance, last year I said the students are 
questioning my authority, and she said, 'The way you 
present yourself makes them do that.'"
Other teachers were most helpful to Margaret in 
being supportive--not telling her how to teach but 
offering support for what she did. Margaret said firmly, 
"I know what's good in my classroom, and no one else 
does, because they haven't been there."
Public composition theorists seemed to have the 
least effect on Margaret's teaching. She said frankly, 
"I've been in enough fields to know that there are names. 
And once you get...fami 1iar with them, then you feel much 
more secure in the field. So I had to learn all these 
names when I got into writing." She rattled off a few: 
Bartholomae, Atwell, Donald Graves.
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She remembered reading Moffett. "He used to teach
right down here at Exeter. He taught English 
Literature," was the first thing she recalled. Then, 
"very detailed, writing dialogue between two people when 
there's a conflict, writing a letter. I may have tried
some of those when I first started teaching. It seemed
to take a great deal of time."
On Frank Smith: "Yes, we read that book in 810.
That probably reinforced what I knew about teaching
reading in first grade."
On Erica Lindemann: "She has the triangle. We used
that book also...That triangle was helpful, whatever it
was--oh, the reader, writer, and subject. Yes. That 
helped me understand writing and teaching writing."
On Walter Ong: "We read Walter Ong, I think...."
Clearly, Margaret was acquainted with the work of 
public theorists. Just as clearly, little of the reading 
stayed with her. Yet she wondered whether the reading 
had more influence than she realized: "Maybe I've 
absorbed parts of people's theories and don't know it. 
Maybe if I skimmed through those books now I'd say, 'Oh, 
yeah, I'd forgotten about that,' or 'I do that.'"
One public theorist she acknowledged as influential 
was Donald Murray. She believed she absorbed ideas 
better if she actually heard people speak or worked with 
them, as she had with Murray.
120
Margaret listed the following books as important to 
her in teaching writing: Write to Learn, 2nd edition;
E.B. White's books of essays, children's books, and the 
biography of him by Scott El ledge; Elements of Style; 
Flannery O ’Connor's book of letters, The Habit of Being; 
Peter Elbow's Writing With Power and Writing Without 
Teachers; William Zinsser's On Writing Well, 1st edition.
She also was affected by professional writers like 
Annie Dillard and John Gardner, and by interviews with 
writers in The New York Times. "Those are very 
influential to me," she said. "That's like hearing 
somebody speak on what's important as a writer. I'll bet 
all that reading that I've done...is probably as 
important as Donald Murray's books and lectures."
Public theorists had limited effect on Margaret's
beliefs. In fact, her beliefs and actions remained
remarkably stable over her teaching career. In her
teaching journal in 1983 she articulated the following
goals for 401:
I would like my students to know how to write essays 
clearly by the end of the semester. I want them to be 
able to write papers for other courses using knowledge 
they've learned here. I want them to write in 
complete sentences--I don't like sentence fragments.
On the other hand, I don't like runons. I'll help 
them with punctuation. I want them to use exciting, 
forceful, vivid, mind-boggling words! I want them to 
be excited by their writing--not all the time but 
enough to know how it feels to get high on writing and 
talking about writing.
I want us to get to know each other, so we feel like 
friends. I want us to get used to hearing our writing 
and speaking voices.
121
I want my students to take responsibility for their 
own writing...Along the way, I want to have fun....
These same goals were echoed in her 1990 statements.
Likewise, her goals for herself as a teacher 
remained stable. As an instructor, she hoped to "be as 
good as I can be, understanding, patient, helpful, 
thought-provoking, available for extra help and 
inspiration."
Similar activities were utilized in 1983 as in 1990: 
she began classes with freewriting, had students do a 
reading presentation to the rest of the class, took 
attendance by having students sign in, began to create 
her supply of handouts, and held workshops on student 
writing.
She began her first class with interviews, just as 
she did in 1990. Students paired up, interviewed each 
other, and introduced each other to the rest of the 
cl ass.
Margaret’s concern for students manifested itself 
from the beginning. One thread running through her 1983 
teaching notebook is an awareness of the atmosphere of 
the class and her attempts to become a friend to her 
students. She wrote on September 13, "I know almost 
everyone's name now. Everyone’s beginning to relax, to 
feel more comfortable."
On September 22, another entry: "More talking today
as students came in. I want them to be friends, talk
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easily, feel comfortable with each other. We’re getting 
there."
In late October, 1983, reflecting on a day of
workshopping, she felt the class had clicked.
I think the time I've spent building up trust in each 
other--all 27 of us--has been well worth the effort 
and sometimes, agony. It hasn't been easy to get 
everyone talking and sympathizing and understanding 
each other. Acceptance and tolerance don't come 
without hard work. I'm looking forward to next week.
Margaret's metaphors for herself and her students 
remained unchanged. In 1983 she wrote, "Since the 
beginning of the semester. I've felt like a mother to my 
students." She also wrote a paper comparing college 
freshmen to first-graders. In 1990, both in an interview 
with me and to students in class, Margaret made the same 
comparison.
She did change her mind over the years about some 
things. For instance, she said if she taught 401 again 
she would "not jump into a five-page paper so soon," give 
students more time to talk about research, change some 
exercises from out-of-class to in-class, "teach more 
essays and do less whole-class workshops," and assign 
more readings.
Margaret also felt she hadn't taught essays well.
"I felt inadequate and ill-prepared to teach an essay,"
she wrote in her journal.
No instructor had ever said to me, 'This is how you 
teach an essay,' and then gone through a complete 
teaching exercise of an entire essay. So I thought if
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I attempted to teach an essay from the Header, I'd 
flounder and probably fail to help my students find 
much meaning in the words and in between the lines.
In 1983 she recommended to students her "two 
favorite books on improving writing," The Elements of 
Style and On Writing Well. In 1990, annotating her 
journal for me, she wrote, "I've since changed my mind 
about both. EofS is too didactic, and OWW is too 
masculine and author centered."
When she applied in 1988 for a renewal of her 
contract as an instructor, Margaret wrote a letter to the 
department chair outlining the changes in herself as a 
teacher. When she began, she wrote, "I told people who 
asked me what I did that I taught writing." In 1988, she
said that she taught reading and writing.
She felt that her goals had changed:
Five years ago, my course had little structure and no
known destination except for a final grade for my 
students and written evaluations for myself.
Today...I know my students are headed for an increase 
in their ability to think and solve writing problems.
And she noted her own intellectual growth, nurtured by
courses in counseling, religion, the Bible, and American
and British literature.
If, however, the reading notebooks give a realistic 
picture of Margaret's classroom in 1983, it did not 
change dramatically. She was doing more reading, more 
"literary" discussions. But many of the activities were 
the same: freewriting, reading presentations, handouts. 
And the essentials haven't changed. Margaret still
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thought of herself as a mother to her students. She 
still worried about each student individually and had the 
same goals for her students. She continued to reflect on 
her teaching and to strive for the best.
I do not mean to imply that Margaret taught exactly
in 1990 as she did in 1983 and that she sailed blithely
through her classes. From the beginning, Margaret
grappled with her goals, practices, and persona. Her
teaching journals interspersed reflection with
information. On September 8, 1983, she wrote:
Gave them 5-minute break at 8:55. Very helpful. New 
energy for remainder of class. Good for all of 
us....Groups of 3--each person responded to 35-topic 
list of other 2 in group. Now each will write 8 
details about 8 or 10 chosen subjects. Bring in on 
Tuesday. The students seemed to like group work, 
chance to talk conversationally, interact with each 
other.
Another entry on September 29, 1983 demonstrated the
intertwining of theory, practice, and reflection:
We corrected each other's quizzes as a way of 
reinforcing knowledge and getting students to open up 
and talk in front of each other. General mayhem 
ensued compared to usual silence. Fine with me. We 
all need to relax more, trust ourselves with each 
other, take risks of exposing ourselves.
Margaret related the activity (correcting quizzes),
offered a rationale (a way of reinforcing knowledge and
getting students to open up), and reflected on the value
as she saw it ("We all need to relax more.").
Midsemester 1983, she wrote:
I need to brainstorm with them about how we learn how 
to write. I think they want me to give them a magic
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formula for becoming proficient writers. I want them 
to discover or realize that writing is hard work and 
can only be learned by doing.
Again and again, Margaret's journal showed a person
operating simultaneously in these three spheres. She
described her practice, her reasoning, and her current
reaction.
She was always problem-setting and problem-solving. 
In 1983, at the start of her first class, she set her own 
agenda for the course--by asking students what they 
wanted to learn from her. They wrote down lists for her, 
which she compiled and categorized. Margaret wrote in 
her journal:
Ten people want to increase their vocabulary; nine 
want to improve their grammar; seven want to learn how 
to put thoughts into words and then put the words on 
paper; five want to learn how to write term papers and 
essays; and five others want to write more clearly. I 
wrote down 75 wants or needs, will categorize them 
into more general groups.
Writing about problems also helped her understand
teaching situations. Late in October, 1983, Margaret had
a run-in with a student who cut English class to work on
other courses, then cut other courses to work on English.
Margaret wrote,
Am I looking for too strong a sense of responsibility 
from 18-year-old young women and men? Do they need 
help organizing their time? Mimi says she, and 
everyone else she knows in the class of '87, has so 
much on her mind she can’t concentrate on anything for 
long. Her mind darts from schoolwork to dorm living 
to friends to men to clothes to food to changes, 
adjustments, and transitions.
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In this entry, Margaret examined the problem. She came 
to no easy conclusion, but writing down the student 
voices helped her empathize with them and try to figure 
out a solution.
In November, 1983, she wrote:
Small attendance again today at first--by the end of 
freewriting at 8:20 we were missing only 2 or 3 
students. Beth tells me people cut class on Thursdays 
to type their papers that are due by noon. Therefore, 
I'll change due dates for the rest of the semester and 
figure out a different due date for next semester that 
isn't the same day as class. Why didn't I figure that 
out? I suppose because it isn't something I would do. 
I need to think more about how 18 year olds think and 
operate.
She fussed about students, their attitudes and 
performance, and kept track of them over time. For 
instance, in 1990, Margaret noticed over a period of 
months that Jon had a "puzzling reading ineptitude." She 
wrote:
I wonder whether he needs glasses. He repeats words 
and phrases and misreads others. I think it's a 
problem of poor perception, hence poor comprehension 
hence repeating to make sense of the words. Is he too 
concerned with expression? His father teaches 
Shakespeare at St. Paul's, and he and his father have 
acted together. Was he taught to emote before he was 
taught mechanics. Or was expression emphasized too 
soon. A pianist doesn't play expressively until she 
knows the notes and can forget about where to put her 
fingers.
As it turned out, Jon did indeed have glasses but didn't 
wear them. What is interesting about the entry is the 
variety of possibilities Margaret played out. She 
considered the logistics of his performance. She 
wondered about his family. She put the issue in another
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Icontext, that of a pianist. She was problem-solving on 
the page.
A striking example of reflection-in-action came from 
a question Margaret couldn't answer in one of our 
interviews. I had asked, "What is the most valuable part 
of your course, for you and for your students?" For 
herself, she said "planning." She found few surprises in 
the classroom any more, or in the papers themselves, and 
she spent less time conferencing than she used to, so 
working things out in her head was most productive.
But for her students, she was unsure. She thought, 
"Maybe writing the papers is of value to them, because 
they haven't had to write papers like that before." The 
class itself wasn't that valuable, she said, because they 
didn't listen much. Then, "The conferences might be more 
valuable than I realize."
"I wonder what they would give up," she said. 
Finally, she came to the conclusion that one-third of the 
time students were in class was valuable, because 
whatever they happened to need at the time they might 
pick up. They probably didn't realize how valuable the 
papers were until later on in college.
Her curiosity was piqued--so she asked them. They 
wrote out which aspect of the course was most valuable to 
them, and she reported the results to them in class on 
April 12:
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Out of class writing 14
Out of class reading 1
Conferences 5
Class 6
One person mentioned in-class writing, which she hadn't 
thought of, so she said she would ask them again at the 
end of the semester, including this category.
When she asked again at the end of the semester 
which aspect of the class was most valuable, she got 
these results:




Small group discussions 2





"It's hard to please everybody," she said.
When considering the effect of an activity, Margaret 
often asked students what they thought. One activity she 
wrestled with over the semester was the research paper. 
Over spring break she graded them and found "two or three
129
decent ones." The rest were "disasters." She was 
perplexed, unable to figure out why this should be so, 
since she spent so much time on them in class.
After students completed the research paper,
Margaret held a discussion about possible changes. One 
student said she would have liked to know at the 
beginning of the semester that there was a collaborative 
research project due. Margaret asked if others agreed, 
and after discussion said, "I could put it in the 
syllabus and if people wanted to worry about it they 
could, or they could ignore it." With little work for 
herself, she fine-tuned her research activity to 
accommodate everybody.
The week after that discussion, Margaret said in 
class, "Thank you for the suggestions on the research 
paper. I took them seriously." She patted her notebook, 
saying, "I wrote them down." And she was already 
planning for next semester: "Next semester I will give my 
students much more time to select a partner, find a 
topic, etc."
Two kinds of reflection are identifiable in
Margaret's teaching. One is the ref 1ection-in-action
which requires an immediate decision, exemplified in the
following incident. On September 27, 1983, Margaret
recorded her teaching day:
Talk about being flexible! (which we did in my 
conference with Les yesterday and Don Murray's
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presentation in class). I had a good structure, 
plenty of things planned, and the timing worked out as 
usual. However, the class didn't proceed as usual.
People showed up late and had not taken the library tour
so they could not take the quiz she had planned. The
reading presentation went on three times too long.
Margaret split the class into two groups. One group
wrote on "How I Felt About Taking the Library Tour" and
the people who hadn't completed the library tour did
freewriting. But she also asked the latter students to
take a makeup quiz at 7:55 a.m. ("I want to get it over
with and I want to inconvenience them because they
inconvenienced me," she wrote.)
She concluded, "It was a good class despite the 
alterations in plan. I felt successful and still in 
charge." This day was a breakthrough for Margaret. She 
had thought on her feet, and she felt successful because 
she had been able to do so.
Faced with a group of students who were not prepared 
for class, Margaret had innumerable choices. She could 
have made the unprepared students take the library quiz 
anyway. She could have sent them out of class or ordered 
them to the library. She chose to send them into the 
hall and make them wait, and she altered her other plans 
because she was quite certain "I didn't want those six 
students out in the hall longer than 10 minutes." Her 
whole demeanor was decisive.
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A more leisurely reflection took place in the 
journal. Distanced from the immediacy of the classroom, 
Margaret looked back and evaluated her decisions. She 
was unsure about her solution to the library quiz ("We'll 
see how many show up") and perplexed over the student 
reading, but she was pleased that she maintained control 
over the situation. (In 1990 when students failed to 
take the library tour and were unprepared for the quiz, 
she did not reschedule a makeup. She gave them an F.)
In October, 1983, Margaret wrote a paper for 810
entitled "Margaret Looks at Margaret: Discovering Myself
in Words." She examined her teaching journal to that
point and wrote,
I see 17 different but related people in my teaching 
journal, beginning with an organizer and planner on 
Day One and ending on Day Seventeen with an analyzer 
and thinker. Throughout the days I see a teacher 
progressing from a careful, tight planner to a 
careful, flexible planner; developing from a formal 
guide, leading her students, to an informal pusher, 
prodding them from all sides; and growing from an 
inexperienced, scared teacher of writing to a 
confident, strong, determined instructor.
As she became more experienced and more emotionally 
healthy, Margaret believed she became better at "seeing 
what's happening with [students], not being so bound up 
with myself and my own feelings." She was better at 
"looking at them, listening to them, trying to pick up on 
their body language, what they're saying, what they're 
not saying, what things are between the lines in their 
papers."
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Margaret was always reflective. Her own essay says
it best, as this excerpt from an October, 1983 assignment
for 810 demonstrates:
To overcome obstacles, Margaret thinks and rethinks, 
makes up her mind and then changes it, decides and 
then redecides, always trying to be flexible and 
successful. She pays attention to what she sees and 
doesn't see, to what she hears and doesn't hear: her 
students' daily changing moods, reactions, and 
responses; their body language; and their half-closed 
eyes, three-quarters-closed ears, and only-partly- 
closed minds. She rearranges her daily agenda as she 
goes along, constantly taking her students' collective 
temperature. Is it below normal because they've 
stayed up too late too many nights, studying, talking, 
partying? Or does it approach fever level....? 
Margaret diagnoses, prescribes, and predicts her 
students' behavior and capability for learning on any 
given day and then follows through with what she 
considers appropriate teaching techniques.
This was a person in her first semester of teaching, a
person for whom reflection was an essential part of
action. In 1990, she said,
...during the academic year most of my creative 
energies go into teaching. That's why I don't write 
during the academic year, because I think about 
teaching almost all the time. I wake up in the 
morning and I say, "Aha! I know how to solve that 
problem!"
In the Goraias. Plato has Socrates lump cookery in 
the same category as rhetoric, makeup, and sophistry, as 
something which "cares nothing for what is the best, but 
dangles what is most pleasant for the moment as a bait 
for folly, and deceives it into thinking that she is of 
the highest value" (Plato 20). Margaret's teaching 
refutes Plato's characterization; her "cookery," both
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literally and figuratively, strives for what is most 
wholesome, delicious, and "the best."
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Chapter V
FLY FISHING AND FRESHMAN ENGLISH
The edges of fragility attract me- 
driving fast on icy roads, 
dust webs fluttering behind the stove, 
steam from baking fish.
Boundaries become what they outline,
the way pasture fences and dirt roads 
make farms.
Our own lines seem to have drawn themselves.
Let me say: I enjoy being in your field.
--Richard J. Cass
From Turn Trout and Run
Fly-fishing is an elegant art. An expert fisherman 
selects a fly he has tied himself, a brown nymph or a 
yellow grackle. He stands at the edge of a river and 
spins out a line as delicate and silent as a spider's 
thread. Reading the river, knowing where trout lurk, he 
drops the fly in just beneath an overhanging bank. He 
can follow three anglers down a stream and still catch 
fish.
Learning how to fly-fish is a different story. You 
rummage through your tacklebox, passing over the flies 
you tied yourself, since they're big as bumblebees, and 
choose a fly for the red stripe down its back or because 
a friend told you it's a sure winner. You whip the line 
to and fro over the water, snarl the fly in the bushes 
behind you, untangle yourself and try again. You feel
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the water against your legs, and the mosquitoes on your 
neck, and you wonder whether you're ever going to catch 
trout.
This is the story of a first-year teacher, learning 
to teach in much the same way that a novice fisherman
learns to fish. It's a story characterised by
enthusiasm, frustration, humor--and a determination to 
master the art.
"The Angler”
A Portrait of Richard
Hriter, teacher, student, husband, fisherman, 
gardener, sports-fan, beer-brewer, and collector of rare 
books, combined in a bearded, grinning, 6'2'' beanpole-- 
this was Richard Cass. ''He doesn't have a tight bone in
his body," the Director of Freshman English said, perhaps
having seen Dick saunter into a room and slope his 
angular frame across a desk like a parenthesis. His 
black hair and beard, tinged with grey, were always 
neatly trimmed, a counterpoint to his usual attire of ski 
sweater, beige cotton pants, and mud boots.
Born in Boston in 1951, Richard went to Boston 
Latin, the oldest public school in the United States, and 
received a "terrible education--al1 rote." In seventh 
grade he hated Roxbury Latin so much he ran away, only to 
enter Boston Latin in ninth grade.
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A student who interviewed Dick during * class 
exercise described his early writing life this way:
"His childhood dreams of becoming a police detective 
like his heroic Hardy Boys led him in his early teens to 
desire to become a writer, specifically of mysteries. He 
recalls his first short story and chuckles. The story 
involved the disappearance of a rare stamp, and of course 
entailed the use of the famous mystery tool--the 
magnifying glass. He said of mysteries, 'When I was a 
kid, I loved them. They gave me nightmares. Nightmares 
are great!'"
Richard was graduated in 1973 from Colby College, 
Maine, with a degree in English Literature and an 
emphasis in poetry writing. For ten years, he was a 
technical writer for computer companies, writing software 
manuals and training novice technical writers. Working 
by himself and seeing only three or four other people any 
given day, Dick felt isolated and discontent. Dick said 
that Anne, his wife of six years, encouraged him to apply 
to UNH because "she was tired of how grouchy I was" doing 
technical writing.
In 1985 he began writing short stories; his story 
"Gleam of Bone" won second prize in a Redbook short story 
contest in 1987 and third place in Plavbov's Fiction 
Context in 1989. In 1988 he applied to the fiction-
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writing program at UNH. He completed one semester of 
courses before becoming a teaching assistant.
Dick's career fluctuations used to bother the rest 
of his family. He was considered the "black sheep" of 
the family (although his mother encouraged his artistic 
pursuits). His father and younger brother are civil 
engineers, his mother a "frustrated artist."
Now Richard lives in Merrimack, NH, with Anne and 
their two cats. Anne teaches English in a private 
school, happy to be in a place where people put in extra 
time because they want to. A "traditionalist," as far as 
writing goes, Anne gave Dick food for thought as well as 
emotional support as he worked through his first 
semester.
Richard was a writer first, teacher second, and his 
experience with 401 was an experiment, partially intended 
to help him decide what he wanted to do with his life.
"In my vision of what I would like to do," he said, "I 
would write all day." He had no "practical reason" for 
wanting a degree from UNH. He mainly wanted to know if 
he was "crazy" to think he could make a living as a 
writer. Because of his uncertainty about his talent and 
whether or not he could make a decent living by writing, 
he was trying out teaching as another option.
Dick described both teaching and writing as "brain­
intensive, labor-intensive, time-intensive things," and
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Ihe wondered more than once whether it was possible to do 
both at the same time. Believing it was unfair to teach 
in order to write, he was adamant about not being a 
"half-assed teacher"--someone who taught while waiting 
for writing fame to arrive.
He discovered that he liked teaching, and thus was 
indeed distracted from his writing. He was torn between 
putting his energy into teaching or his own writing.
"The trouble is," he said, "I like the teaching. I 
especially like the conferences."
He was, however, careful to put his writing time 
first. After rising at 5:30, he would write for one to 
three hours, depending on when he had to be at school; 
run three miles or swim for an hour; go to UNH to teach 
or attend class ("Form and Theory of the Novel" and 
"Fiction-Writing Workshop"); have conferences or attend 
meetings; and get home around 6:00. On weekends he did 
most of his work for his own class and two seminars.
He said, "I tried to keep writing twenty hours a 
week" during school because it seemed "kind of silly if I 
wanted to go to school to learn how to write if I didn't 
do it."
As a teacher, Dick was jovial and energetic, a self- 
described "ham." Students called him funny and witty; 
one said, "I like how he's always moving around, totally 
relaxed." Dick often perched his lanky frame on the edge
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of the desk, swinging his legs and gazing out the window 
while the students wrote. Or he would pace the room, 
pick up empty Coke cans, traipse out to the water 
fountain, chew his nails, fiddle with the papers on his 
desk. He never sat still for more than a few minutes.
Dick's rapport with students was easy and 
comfortable. "He knows our personalities, how far we’ll 
go," a student commented, referring to Devin, the class 
clown. Devin, with a gold earring and the build of a 
football player, was a member of the "professionally 
bored." On one occasion, he asked how to spell "candle" 
(die or del), prompting this exchange:
"D-l-e," Dick said. "But don't worry about it; you 
can misspell all you want in your journal."
"Yeah, but I was just wondering, yearning for 
knowledge."
"Should I open another window? You getting light­
headed?"
The same sort of camaraderie existed with the rest 
of the class. In March Dick asked students to brainstorm 
details to expand a particular sentence: "Everything 
about the man looked mean.” He asked for details; what 
does a mean man look like? "Beard," someone said.
"Thanks," Dick said, stroking his beard.
"He wears a purple sweater," someone else called 
out. Dick, wearing a purple sweater, joined in the
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Igeneral laughter. He joked to me, "Are you getting this 
down?" The hubbub of the brainstorm session showed Dick 
at his best: genial, creative, energetic, and low-key at 
the same time.
Richard's course reflected the workings of his own 
mind: coherence emerged as the course progressed. "It's 
also the way I work, the way my writing works," he said. 
He planned his course like he planned his writing. "It's 
like a story idea," he said. "It will come if you're 
thinking about it, even if it's not at the top of your 
head."
Over the course of the semester, Richard learned 
much about his own personality. "Until I started 
[teaching], I always thought of myself as a linear 
thinker, but I'm not at all," he said. He realized he 
wrote--and taught--in "bursts of thought," a statement 
which coincided with my observations in his classroom.
All semester long, I tried to pick out the underlying 
logic, the pattern, of his classroom, which was difficult 
because it wasn't linear. Dick would say one thing, do 
one thing, interrupt himself, go on to something else 
which sparked another idea, interrupt the students, go 
back to the first thing. It was as though his brain 
patterns radiated out into the classroom just as they 
appeared in his head.
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He asked questions in staccato, and never one 
question by itself: "What's the difference between an
artist and a forger? Anybody want to jump in on that? 
Take a hack at it? Develop it?" In addition, he often 
answered himself: "Did you notice anything about the 
sentences in the second [example]?" he asked, followed 
immediately by, "The sentences in the second one were, 
mmm, flatter, in a way. Shorter and more declarative."
He also interrupted the students while they wrote, 
keeping them in line like a mother hen clucking over her 
chicks. Here's a typical example, from a freewriting in 
May on "endings."
12:25: Dick asked students to freewrite for a
little while, thinking about endings (the semester 
ending, seasons changing, relationships ending, however 
they wanted to think of it).
12:26: "Don't worry, we're going to do something
humorous after this."
12:26:30: "At least, I think it's humorous."
12:27: "Anybody know how to spell 'Auf
wiedersehn'?" He wrote it on the board.
12:28: "Think of this as the second-to-last
freewrite you'll have to do this semester."
12:30: "Try not to stop and think about it too
much. Keep that pen moving."
12:32: "Anybody notice what time I started?"
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A student replied, "Ten minutes ago."
"Okay, stop," Dick said.
Often he would arrive early and talk with students, 
generally about sports. "Anybody's team left in the 
final four?" he asked in late March, talking to several 
male students about the NCAA basketball conference. In 
April, he breezed into the room and said, "Brent 
Musberger is dead, long live Brent!" Several men 
hollered, "Yeah!" but two women next to me looked 
perplexed. "Did Brent Musberger die?" one asked the 
other, who shrugged. Then someone else asked, "What did 
he do wrong anyway?" making it apparent that Brent 
Musberger was not dead but fired from his job as a 
sportscaster.
Dick's interest in sports did work to his advantage 
with the men in the class. In April he told the class he 
had been watching the Celtics play the night before, and 
an announcer had said, "When basketball players get old 
they want to play sedimentary games." Dick asked,
"What's wrong with this picture?" eliciting a discussion 
about the distinction between "sedentary" and 
"sedimentary." One male student, who hadn't said a word 
all semester, asked incredulously, "Do you really listen 
to things like that?" Dick replied, "Yeah, because it 
sounded wrong."
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He also directed at least one exercise to the men in 
the class. He asked students to write an 8-line poem 
about some pictures he had brought in. He told me he 
wanted a light exercise because they wouldn't be paying a 
lot of attention right before spring break. And "I 
wanted, especially the males, to sort of break their own 
bonds."
Richard described himself as "tabula rasa" as a 
teacher and accepted with good cheer his panicked state 
at the beginning of the semester. He saw himself as 
"reasonably flexible," and a "good listener." In his 
teaching journal, Dick wrote of his first day: "Not 
experiencing anything like terror twenty minutes before 
my first class, which may only be a demonstration of my 
own stupidity." He expected to be more nervous than he 
was.
Because Dick had no prior teaching experience, he 
was unsure about his role as a teacher. He found 
himself, to his surprise, pretending to his students that 
he had taught 401 before. On the first day of class, in 
reference to the research paper, he said, "We at UNH want 
to help you try to develop a writing voice of your own." 
On the second class meeting, he said, "I believe--and the 
University of New Hampshire writing program believes-- 
that you don't do really good writing the first time it 
comes out."
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IWhen I asked why he said, "we," he said it was a 
prior belief of his, corroborated by UNH policies. Also, 
he realised that he was trying to "grab authority." He 
was insecure and didn't want to be thought of as "a 
rookie" and taken advantage of. Also, as a writer, he 
is intrigued by lies. He'd rather hear a good lie than a 
dull story.
When I asked Dick where his authority as a teacher 
came from, he said, "Physically, I'm more imposing than I 
thought." (He was right about his height. It enabled 
him during group work to peer at student papers from six 
feet away.) He also said, "I wouldn't be surprised if 
being male has something to do with it." And, as Anne 
told him at the beginning of the semester, the role of 
teacher has built-in authority.
In his application to become a teaching assistant, 
Richard listed his writing experience: "producing more 
than fifty technical manuals and books as a technical 
writer," writing theater reviews, magazine articles, 
publishing three chapbooks of poetry, having stories 
accepted by national-circulation magazines. He 
concluded, "I think the broad range of my experience will 
make it easier to convince different kinds of students of 
the importance of writing well."
Yet he never mentioned these accomplishments to 
students. The day he found out he won the Playboy prize,
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he was ecstatic. "I'm floating," he said. But he never 
told his class about winning. "It just didn't occur to 
me," he said; "I'll wait until I get first prize." The 
authority which was legitimately his--that of an 
accomplished, published writer--he didn't utilize.
There seemed to be a split for him between writing 
and teaching, between his authority as a writer and a 
teacher. I view this split as a central conflict in 
Richard's development as a teacher.
'.'The Stream”
Richard's Classroom 
Richard's classroom in Hamilton Smith Hall was a 
five-sided room, with windows covering half of two walls. 
Consequently, it was a room attuned to the seasons and 
outside activity. In sunny weather, it was almost like 
being outside. On gloomy days, it was damp and cold. In 
either state, the windows were usually left open.
Students gathered on the lawn outside to eat lunch and 
play hackeysack, and a continual stream of students 
flowed from the classroom buildings to the cafeteria in 
the Memorial Union Building, particularly during Dick's 
noon-hour class.
The teacher's desk and a podium were generally 
somewhere near the blackboards at the front, although 
occasionally Dick or some other teacher would pull the 
desk to the side of the room. The student desks were
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scattered in random bunches--two or three clustered 
together, half a row near the windows, a full row in 
front. The room had an abandoned look to it, as though 
students wandered in, plopped down briefly in whatever 
desk was handiest, then moved on, never having taken 
possession of the space.
The most striking feature of the classroom 
environment was the regular noontime concert, when the 
bells from the carillon rang over the campus. Richard 
sometimes sat on his desk trying to identify the songs 
before class started: "Somewhere My Love," "Hear the 
Bells Chime," or "She'll Be Cornin' Round the Mountain."
The bells played from 12:00 to 12:10, so Richard had 
a built-in cue for the beginning of class. "There's our 
T-Hall time," Dick would say. Or "As soon as the bells 
stop, we'll start."
In Dick's classroom the noise level was high. A jet
from Pease Air Force Base, eight miles away, might moan
overhead, scraping the sky like chalk on a blackboard. A 
movie from the adjoining classroom would broadcast voices 
loud enough to distract but not clear enough to follow.
Car doors slammed in the lot below, and a van
transporting handicapped students stopped in the
driveway, emitting bleeps like a loud heart machine.
Desks creaked, feet shifted and scratched grit across 
the linoleum floor, hands swept eraser dust from paper.
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A cough, a sigh, pens scratching, the soft intake of air 
during a yawn. A classroom is never silent.
The class itself also had a "loose" feel to it, 
which matched the physical environment. The population 
was mixed: eleven women, eleven men, a student of Asian 
heritage and one of African-American heritage (a high 
level of diversity for UNH). At the first hint of 
spring, three-quarters of the class appeared in shorts, 
following Dick's cue in casual attire. Students brought 
Vanilla Wafers, pop, or sandwiches from the cafeteria, 
and ate lunch during class.
Emblematic of the good-natured disorder of this 
classroom was the semester-long struggle over group 
formation. Dick often had students work in small groups, 
but no matter how he planned and schemed, arranged and 
rearranged the groups, chaos ensued.
Initially, Richard had students number off by threes 
or fours, so there was no confusion. In early February, 
he wanted to group students so they could read each 
other's papers, and he muttered briefly about the 
logistics of splitting people up. Six people...four 
people.. . five would be good. A student said, "How about 
if we just read to ourself?" [sic]
Dick motioned to five people in the front row, 
saying, "You five are a group. Go somewhere."
"Where?"
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"I don't know, do I have to do everything?"
He strode across the room, waving his arms, and 
finally said, "Get yourselves in groups." They did.
The next class he tried again, telling them he 
wanted groups of three with "different people" and "no 
single-sex groups, either." The night before, he had 
worked out six groups but when someone was missing in 
class, he realised it wouldn't work. "Oh no," he said,
"I made too many groups. It's a good thing I teach 
English, eh? Why don't you people [pointing to the extra 
group] disperse yourselves."
In March, he paired people by name before class, 
because he noticed that certain people weren't working 
together. But the next pairing up was again confused.
The whole room counted off, "One, two," and of course 
that created two large groups rather than pairs. In May, 
Dick said, "It is my fervent hope that by the end of the 
semester you will have at least once paired yourselves up 
without my doing it."
Devin realized the possibilities for torment that 
group selection offered and tried to stir things up in 
April. Dick was frustrated with the chaos of groups and 
told students to quickly number off by four. Devin, 
seizing his chance, started off by saying, "Pour" rather 
than "One." Dick didn't hesitate. "Okay, four," he 
said, and pointed to other people, numbering each, very
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quickly, backwards. Then, pointing to different parts 
of the room, he said, "Ones here, twos there, threes, 
fours." All of this staccato, with a flourish of the 
arms. A virtuoso performance!
"Strikes and Snaas"
Richard's Practice 
Richard fished with a variety of flies during the 
semester, some which he tied himself and some which he 
borrowed. Because he was always willing to do something 
new and wasn't afraid of failing, the energy level of the 
classroom was generally high.
Class activities centered around five areas: 
creative exercises (freewriting, brainstorming, writing a 
family story) designed to make some point about writing, 
mini-lessons on grammar or usage, workshops on student 
papers, discussions of writing issues (how to do a 
research paper, for instance), and either discussion or 
writing on the assigned reading.
All of the activities were intertwined from the 
beginning, with the most emphasis on writing exercises.
I counted:
48 writing exercises 
20 reading exercises 
15 mini-lectures 
9 discussions on writing 
8 workshops
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But the numbers don't show the time spent. Workshops, 
for example, usually lasted a whole period, while mini- 
lectures lasted five minutes or so.
The course had no linear progression, although Dick 
began with an emphasis on writing. (See Appendix D for 
his syllabus.) On the third class, he added in the 
reading and it continued throughout the semester. 
Workshopping came later, in the eighth class, stayed 
there for a short block of time and reappeared in class 
28, for three meetings.
Taken individually, class activities made sense, but 
they followed no particular order. It was like paint 
spatters on a wall; if you see the wall you can construct 
some patterns, but if you're part of the wall all you 
feel is individual specks.
The semester began quickly. Richard wrote his 
section number on the board, followed by "When I write, I
________ ." Then he took attendance, asking for
nicknames. At 12:07, three minutes before class was 
scheduled to begin, Dick introduced himself and read an 
announcement calling for reporters for the school 
newspaper.
Then, in a mi 1e-a-minute voice, he asked students to 
fill out index cards with their name, address, phone 
number, major, two extracurricular activities, and the 
title of the book last read (not for a course). On the
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back, he asked them to complete the phrase from the 
board. Amazingly, no one asked him to repeat the 
categories.
After reading the syllabus aloud, Dick began to 
explain the course. He set a pattern this first day of 
asking a question, waiting perhaps one or two seconds, 
then answering himself. He asked, "Do you know what a 
workshop is?" and answered, "A workshop is helping each 
other's papers."
Also on this first day, he began his series of 
creative exercises. Going around in a circle, each 
student gave his or her first name and one personal fact, 
unrelated to school. Conversation and laughter drifted 
back and forth, as when one student said, "I swallowed a 
flute and have no alluvia in my throat."
After the exercise, Dick said, "Think about what you 
heard. Hhat do you remember?" After several responses, 
Dick asked, "Why do you remember? Details, right?"
Dick had students write down their two 
extracurricular activities, their personal fact from the 
introductions, and two things they did over Christmas 
break. Then they wrote one sentence about each of those 
things. "What you've got, I hope," Dick said, "is five 
things you're interested enough in to write about. So 
write about one or two of those." The first day, then,
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he asked them to do a two-page paper as an assignment, 
generated from work in class.
This exercise was typical of the in-class work Dick 
assigned. Dick gave directions bit-by-bit, and the 
students followed along, trusting that the outcome would 
be fruitful.
Most of the exercises looked like fun, as when Dick 
wrote five words on the board: "terpsichore," "metonymy," 
"parlando," "fossula," and "chatoyant," then asked 
students to pick one and freewrite on it. "Don't look it 
up!" he said, wanting them to explore what it might mean 
and what they wanted it to mean.
The next meeting, he asked volunteers to read from 
their journals on their definitions of the strange words. 
Several volunteered, and Dick commented briefly 
occasionally: a specific detail here, a good last line 
there. During the uncomfortable silence when everyone 
waited for a new volunteer, Dick squawked, "Terp, terp, 
terp," imitating a "terpsichore bird" one student wrote 
about.
As a serious writer, Dick liked to play language 
games. Thus, many of the exercises in class weren't 
directed toward any particular end beyond increasing 
general fluency or generating ideas. Dick wanted 
students to be creative, to enjoy working with words.
Some of the students, however, did not share his
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enthusiasm. "Where does he think of these things?" I 
overheard one ask.
The in-class exercises were not "academic writing" 
warm-ups, but warm-ups for a professional writer who 
looks for topics in the imagination and in the everyday 
world.
His responses to students may also indicate his 
writerly bent. He was frustrated with students who 
looked for an easy way out, who wanted to "sleaze by." 
Richard was a professional writer, internally motivated, 
and he had little patience with students who didn't want 
to try.
The most activities Dick did in one day was seven.
It was nearly the end of the semester, and three or four 
students walked in and asked, "What are we doing today?" 
and "Let's have a discussion today--no writing."
"Doomed to disappointment," Richard replied. He 
wouldn't tell them what was on the agenda. "Stick around 
and find out," he said.
First item: Gave mini-lecture on what to include in 
a final letter on how they had progressed as a writer.
Second: Gave classtime to fill out a writing survey 
requested by two faculty members in the department.
Third: Freewrote on endings.
Fourth: Read aloud an excerpt on the Grammar Police 
from Bruce Ballenger's book.
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IFifth: Wrote a Letter to Chuck and Joyce, fictional
entering freshmen, telling them what to expect if they 
enrolled in Richard's course.
Sixth: Went back to the freewrite and pretended it
was their paper topic next week. Wrote the last line of 
that imaginary paper.
Seven: Read aloud Walker Percy's "Loss of the
Creature" from the Borzoi.
One activity lasted for days. Richard had them read 
a difficult essay by Wendell Barry. Before class, one 
querulous student told me his opinion of the essay:
"Well, it stank. Haybe we had to read it as a joke," he 
said.
That day, the class broke into groups of three to 
discuss a section of the essay and put together a three- 
to-five minute presentation on their portion of it for 
the next class.
The next class was spent entirely on summarizing the 
essay. Students from two groups wrote their summaries on 
the board; there was only the clicking of chalk as 
individual students wrote. With ten minutes left, Dick 
said, "Let's see what we've got." He read from the 
board, then said, "I want to come back to this. I know 
it might seem a little tedious, but the other four groups 
need their day in court."
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The next class, however, they didn't write on the 
board. A member of each group explained their summary of 
the section while everyone else listened. The exercise 
began to seem perfunctory; Richard might have said, "He 
started outlining this essay and by God we're going to 
finish it." After the ordeal, Dick said, "Why did I do 
this, just to torture you?"
"Yeeeeesss."
"Has it easier to sit in groups and hammer it out?"
"Yes."
"The main thing I wanted to get across is that 
meaning is not always sitting there on the surface."
I mention this example because Richard knew 
something had gone awry. He said in a New T.A. meeting 
that the essay had been too difficult for the students, 
and his later assignments were much more accessible ("I 
Want a Wife" and "The Price of a Happy Marriage"). And 
also because it's the exception that proves the rule. 
Usually Richard's class went by quickly, because of the 
variety of activities.
Occasionally both teacher and students were 
frustrated with an assignment, as when Richard asked them 
to describe how to make an anchovy pizza. "On the table 
in front of you are the ingredients. Describe how to 
make it for someone who has no idea what any of that 
stuff is." The students asked a series of questions:
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"Does he know how to spell?" "How will they understand 
the descriptions if they don't know the names?" "Is the 
dough ready-made?"
Dick assumed they knew what he wanted and why. He 
seemed to take their questions as smart-alecky. But I 
don't think they were meant that way. He asked them to 
do so many (from their point of view) crazy things, it 
was a like a game to figure out how to manipulate the 
rules.
At one point Dick said, "You people have 
questionitis. Just WRITE. Just write."
Initially, much class time was devoted to topic 
generation, as with the ongoing "paper topics" list in 
their journals. They began with 15 possible topics, 
expanded to fifty, picked one topic and wrote twenty 
questions about it, then another twenty, and then another 
ten.
He initiated "Stupid Grammar Tricks," on February 
21. He asked, "Do you watch Letterman's 'Stupid Pet 
Tricks'?" He wrote on the board, "Stupid Grammar Trick 
No. 1: Comma splices.” "Boo!" he hollered, giving the 
thumbs down sign. They talked briefly about what a comma 
splice was, and then Dick said, "So I won't see any more 
of those in your papers, right?"
At the end of February, he said, "I'm still seeing 
fragments. I'm still seeing comma splices. Cut it out."
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He assigned a paper the first class because he 
wanted them to know from day one that they had to write. 
He was pleasantly surprised at the quality. He wrote one 
positive remark on each paper and one comment, focusing 
on "detail" to reinforce class discussion. The second 
set of papers he used as a way into the conferences, 
focusing on the subject matter rather than the writing 
itself as a starting point.
He made sense of a batch of papers by thinking about 
his own thinking (how to revise or rewrite) and by 
concentrating not on how to grade but on how to respond. 
He put few marks on papers--usually one or two positive 
comments ("I like this part," or "Nice images"); one or 
two types of errors to be looked at ("splice," "frag," 
"run-on," or "sp") and one short note at the end of the 
paper ("Needs to be reworked" or "Those last few 
additions--stories, details--really pushed this paper 
forward").
When returning his first set of graded papers, Dick 
told the students, "If I didn't write on them it mostly 
means that there wasn't much wrong." A few students 
commented that they would have liked more feedback on 
their papers. One wrote on an evaluation, "Sometimes I 
didn't understand how he graded the papers."
On the self-evaluation letters which students turned 
in at the end of the semester, Dick wrote a typed note to
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each, ranging from a half to a full page. He agreed or 
disagreed with the self-evaluation, commented on how the 
research paper and the Love Medicine paper came out, 
mentioned grammar or syntax problems which were still 
hanging on. He generally said, "The best paper in your 
portfolio is..." and told them why. And a number of 
times, he appended a personal note, telling a student 
s/he needed to listen more, or keep an open mind; saying 
good luck with football, or field hockey; advising a 
student that s/he might be a "real" writer.
Most of his responses came in conferences, which 
were the part of the course Dick most enjoyed. Committed 
as he was to "writer-to-writer" discussions, and unused 
to working in a large group, Richard did his best 
teaching during conferences. The sessions I taped were 
all working sessions. In each instance writer and 
teacher grappled with a paper, and other issues were 
peripheral.
Normally Dick began by asking, "What do you think?" 
giving the student an opportunity to begin discussion of 
the paper. "It's not bad," the student might say. "I 
want to revise it." Or, "I like the stories, but it's 
like they're just there, you know?"
Then Dick would offer his own opinions. He began 
with something positive: "I love the stories," or "My 
first question was--and I was arrested by the first line,
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II think it's a pretty good first line--but my first 
question was..." or "Finally, finally, I get to hear 
about the cucumber stuff!”
He asked students what they were trying to do, what 
their plan was for the paper, what the purpose of the 
writing was. He was patient with students who didn't 
know what they were trying to do or who wrote the paper 
in a rush. He asked what they had learned from doing the 
paper, and if they were interested in revising.
Richard's experience as a writer helped immensely in 
working through papers. He was able to give specific 
examples of writing options, and he always went to 
specific passages in the paper, highlighting words and 
phrases which appealed to him, asking about characters or 
setting.
He also used the writing as a springboard for 
talking about ideas: "So what does success mean to you,
then?" He talked with one student about the importance 
of being able to laugh at yourself, and the respect which 
honesty generates.
Finally, he ended the conferences by checking on 
work in progress (the research paper), asking how they 
thought class was going, or talking about books or sports 
or the weather.
Not surprisingly, students also liked conferences. 
Over and over again in evaluations, conferences and
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workshops were called "very effective." In the survey I 
did asking students what was most helpful for them, 





(Journals, class discussions, class activities, 
amount of writing, progression of course, and style of 
teaching were each mentioned once.)
Richard rarely gave students a break on work. One
week in early March he asked them to have TWO papers to
turn in: a paper for a grade, and a revision of a 
previous paper. A chorus of voices went "Whaaaat?" Dick 
explained again, then said, "If you have problems with 
this, talk to me in conference today or tomorrow."
Even on the party atmosphere of the last day, while 
eating doughnuts, cider, brownies, and cornbread (shaped 
like trout) which Richard had baked, students wrote. 
Devin, walking into class, said, "If he makes us take out 
our journals. I'm leaving." Of course Richard did and 
there was a collective groan, but Dick joked, "I own you 
until 1:00" and they wrote.
Another comment which surfaced, mainly in the "Chuck 
and Joyce" letters, was that there was too much writing. 
One wrote, "Dear Chuck and Joyce: I sure hope you enjoy
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Iwriting. If you don't, I suggest that you drop out and 
learn how to pump gas. Dear old Prof. Cass will have 
your hands in agony everyday you go to his class. 
Preewrite this, analyte that."
Like many first-year teachers, Dick bent over 
backwards to help a student in trouble. Carl, for 
instance, was an older student who, when he was in class, 
offered sophisticated comments and was a good writer.
But he rarely came to class or conference. On 
Valentine's Day, I overheard him say, "I'm too old to be 
in school. I don't wanna be in school."
Carl told Dick he had taken a photography job and 
therefore didn't have time to do his work and had to miss 
class and conference. Richard asked him how he could 
help, short of writing the papers for him, and talked to 
the Director of Freshman English about the situation.
Carl missed more classes, then showed up late for class 
one day. Richard said, "I want to see you in the hall." 
After a muted conversation Dick returned. Carl followed, 
packed up his books, put them in his backpack, and 
sauntered out of the room. I don't think any of the 
other students even noticed.
The times Richard remembered best from the semester 
revolved around "breakthrough moments" for writers in his 
class. Patty "had just been banging her head against the 
wall for four drafts," and on the fifth one she "made it
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work!" R.J. came in for an optional conference, wanting 
Dick to edit his paper. Afterwards, R.J. said, "Sheesh. 
So that's how you do it." Dick said that "he had finally 
gotten a sense of how much work it can be to do it 
right."
Now those seem to me to be writerly responses. It 
takes a writer to understand the despair of multiple 
drafts. It takes a writer to understand the care and 
patience of good editing.
But Richard said he didn't view those instances as a 
writer but as a teacher. He felt as if they were the 
successes of a teacher who was also a writer. Further, 
he didn't know what his role in a student's success was: 
"I mean the question of how much you do and all that is 
not real clear."
He said there were times he reacted as a writer, as 
with a line in Bill's paper: "Catholic Nunnery contained 
many lessons and no grace." Dick said, "I think he just 
stumbled on that, but it's a good line."
"His Tacklebox"
R i c h a r d ' s  T h e o r y
In his first interview, Richard said he felt like he 
was in "The Twilight Zone." He had "very few 
preconceptions" about teaching and intended to rely on 
the people around him for help. In his last interview, 
he said, "I don't feel like I have anything that's
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coherent enough to call a theory-I think. I have some 
ideas, I have some experience, I have the things I'm 
continuing to learn about myself as a writer."
Richard felt he had no "theory," but I argue that 
his theory is difficult to view coherently only because 
it is so broad and complex. He has a theory, but it 
contains many elements and there is, as yet, no clear 
hierarchy. Richard is still sorting out what is most 
important and what is less important. As he gains 
experience his theory will "harden" and emerge in more 
clear form, to others--and to himself.
I call Richard's ideas a theory because those ideas 
informed his practice throughout the semester and because 
there were identifiable threads in his statements of 
goals and beliefs. I include below several excerpts from 
interviews and class observations throughout the semester 
because they show the enormous complexity of Richard’s 
beliefs. Then I discuss the patterns I see, the issues 
he comes back to again and again--the core, at this 
point, of his "theory."
Richard's most articulate statement about teaching 
writing came in his initial application to be a teaching 
assistant. A rambling speaker but an eloquent writer, 
Dick wrote a succinct statement of his beliefs. He said, 
in part:
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"I think that writing students can learn a great 
deal from reading carefully, and in the beginning, at 
least, from working in the style of a writer whose work 
touches them. Of course, the teacher must make it clear 
that this stage is part of an apprenticeship, not an 
end."
Further,
Trying to teach myself to write long fiction, I 
learned the value of writing down a draft, however 
rough. From workshops, I learned the necessity of 
rewriting until I was in complete control of what my 
writing said. In writing non-fiction for demanding 
editors, I learned a respect for fact and precision. 
Students of writing should learn that words can be at 
once as exact as mathematics and as moving as music, 
and they should learn both the effort it takes to make 
that occur and the joy that accrues when it does.
And:
My greatest strength as a writing teacher is that I 
believe that the written word is central to our 
culture, that it is a form of communication that 
cannot be replaced. I think I can communicate this 
belief as well, by showing students the many talented 
people who, even in a time where much communication is 
visual, express their ideas with words.
In his initial interview, Richard said he wanted his 401
students to learn these things:
a. It's almost as important to read as it is to
write.
b. Students need to recognize the communication of 
the "flat page" as opposed to video.
c. Writing is "a way of thinking." For him,
writing is a way of saying all the things he can't say
aloud quickly enough.
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d. Writing is like building things. He mentioned a 
piece he wrote about his grandfather, a carpenter, 
highlighting the "feeling for materials" and patience for 
fitting things together, and knowing when to stop and 
start.
e. What a pleasure it can be to write, because of 
how it feels when you write exactly (or close to) what 
you wanted to say.
f. There is a "right way" for the product to be; 
there is no single process to get to a product, but 
products need to adhere to surface conventions.
g. Students need to show care, concentration, and 
effort in their writing.
h. Students learn these things by repetition, 
drafts, and conferences (which is where his own care, 
concentration, and effort come in).
i. Easy things aren't always best.
j. If he asks a question a couple of times, maybe 
students will ask it themselves the next time.
k. The teacher's role is to "turn people on to 
different kinds of writers," to have students read essays 
which are difficult, and to help them look at the 
"underlying structures" of the world.
1. He wonders if it's even possible to teach people 
how to write. He taught himself, and "you just have to 
do the work yourself."
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In February, he listed the following as a core of 
beliefs which sustained him in his teaching:
1. Writing is real important.
2. Writing is a cultural tool that is endangered.
3. People need to get something useful out of the 
course.
In April I asked, "What are you trying to do in 
401?" He said:
Give students the skills to deal with other parts of 
col lege.
Get them comfortable with writing.
Get them to recognize when they're not writing well. 
Get them to read and understand what they read.
They need these skills, he said, because "they'll have to 
do this stuff in college. And for good citizenship, too; 
they have to be able to read the newspaper." When I 
asked why, he said, "Everybody should be able to read and 
write. I don't think you can fully participate in your 
culture, your society, without doing those things. I 
don't expect to do this all by myself in some semester, 
but I want to get across that I think it's important."
Students are "apprentice” writers, as opposed to 
"real" writers, Dick said at the end of April. He would 
call them apprentices because they haven't had time to 
progress to the point where they're real writers. "Real"
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writers take writing seriously as a craft and an art, and 
they are good at it.
In his final interview, this is how Richard 
articulated his theory:
The purpose of writing is communication: "What is it 
you're trying to convey? Information, emotion, 
philosophy?" Such writing is judged "mostly on how clear 
it is, how well the person used the tools."
But there is another kind of writing, which goes 
beyond information, which "has a little bit of what I 
might call art in it." This type of writing goes beyond 
just communicating and makes "an event, in a sense.” In 
a way, writing is a "religious" or "ritualistic" act, 
when it's taken seriously.
Personally, he used writing "to find out what I 
know, to find out what I think and feel," and to find out 
"some things I don't know."
Again, I asked Dick why these things were important. 
He squirmed a little giving his answers, saying 
communication is important because "it has something to 
do with continuing the civilization, as overblown as that 
may sound." Furthermore, writing and reading are ways of 
thinking, and "the more ways you have of thinking maybe 
the more things you can do." Further, writing is 
political, and 401 was a place where they could see that
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knowledge "isn't immutable” and that "there's a lot of 
interpretation."
When I asked him explicitly to describe his theory, 
he sighed. "I don't know,” he said, and then proceeded 
to describe it. One of the "main pillars" would be "a 
sort of writer to writer talking, discussing the 
writing," as occurred in conferences.
Reading and writing are "very closely tied," but the 
ideal proportion for a 401 course would be "twice as much 
writing and half as much reading. I mean for me, right 
now."
He also revised his distinction about "real" 
writers. "I think there's a certain amount of snobbery 
there," he said, which he wanted to get away from, 
"because I think that anybody who writes with a serious 
purpose is a serious writer."
The role of the teacher is to demonstrate technical 
shortcuts. He said, "there's a certain amount that only 
time can do for a writer, right, but I think there are 
lots of shortcuts. I think teachers represent some of 
the shortcuts for writers."
In piecing together Richard's beliefs, I not only 
used his interview statements but comments he made during 
class. What follows are excerpts from the semester which 
illuminate Richard's beliefs (the theory informing his 
practice).
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On the first day, Dick expressed these views to the 
students:
He wanted them to learn to develop their own 
"voice."
He told them, as he had heard a faculty member say 
about his students in a staff meeting, "You're really 
writers, not students. I can't teach you to write, but 
you can help one another through class participation."
Time, tools, and places to write are important. (He 
couldn't remember where he had read this idea but thought 
it was "pretty neat.")
He told them he was not there to get them to express 
"deep personal feelings," but to help them write well 
enough to express them if they wanted to.
Throughout the semester, he gave out bits of advice- 
-what might be termed writing tips for apprentices 
learning the trade. For instance, in January he warned 
students about "Thesauritis," encouraging them to use 
exact words but not to rely on a Thesaurus. He told them 
to use active verbs and to staple their papers.
He told them in February that grammar rules were 
like traffic laws: you don't necessarily have to know 
them to drive, but you may get in trouble sometime if you 
don't. He said, "He're not the grammar police," but he 
wanted to spend conference time looking at it.
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"Strong writing needs strong words," he said in 
March. "I've been talking about this in conference but I 
wanted to go over it in a whole group."
After telling students they had to list fifty 
topics, he said, "If you take something to the point of 
failure, that’s when you start to learn."
While Dick never talked in any formal sense about 
the writing process, bits and pieces of a "process 
theory" emerged in his conversation. In May, after a 
"Stupid Grammar Tricks" lesson, he listed a number of 
errors: fragments, "should of," homonym switches, 
repetition, choppiness. He said, "I understand why it's 
there in a first draft. By a third draft, it really 
shouldn't be there."
Richard often used professional models to discuss in 
class, dealing mostly with form and style rather than 
content. He started by saying, "I have a million things 
to say about this essay but I want to hear what you have 
to say." He also used professional models as negative 
examples. One day he wrote a quote from the Boston Globe 
on the board, "just to show you that sometimes people who 
write for newspapers sometimes don't know what the hell 
they're doing either."
He also used student essays, and after the students 
gave their input he tried to give them his own message-- 
something to take away from the exercise. After
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discussing a student essay on "My Father's Place," Dick 
said the class had touched on four or five areas the 
author didn't even touch on. "It's something you can do 
with your own papers," he told them. "Think, 'What else 
do my readers need to know?"'
In workshopping, he believed that writers needed to 
hear audience reaction. He believed that collaboration 
was important, and that students didn't respond as well 
when he was leading discussion. He told them, "Look, 
this won't work, this workshopping doesn't work if I sit 
up here and you don't say anything and you wait for me to 
give you the right answers."
In reference to journal keeping, he said, "If you 
take away one thing from the course, I hope it's that you 
have a real habit of writing things down for yourself." 
Later in the semester he said, "If there's one thing you 
take away from this [discussion of the research paper], I 
hope it's that I want your opinions, and information is 
valid as long as you can back it up, whether it comes 
from your head or somewhere else."
On his role as a teacher, Richard was realistic. "I 
know I can't do everything for everybody," he said. "But 
I want to do as much as possible, to 'steer a path.'"
He wouldn't give students direct answers about their 
writing, instead expecting them to make their own 
choices. One student stayed after class to ask about a
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paper; Dick looked over the proposed changes, and said, 
"I don't want to tell you one way or another, frankly. 
You have to be able to decide those things about your 
writing, ultimately. I'm not going to be here next 
year."
He picked up this idea of non-interference from one 
of the early T.A. meetings, he thought. He said, "It's 
better to edge students in to figuring out what’s wrong 
with their papers and not tell them too much."
He said, "I don't think I have a unified theory. I 
think I have some sense of some things that work for 
specific aspects of writing in the classroom. But I 
don't, I don't have, I mean I couldn't sit down and say, 
'This is why I structured my semester the way I did.'"
In retrospect, he wished he had dealt more with 
mechanics. He still believed that audience and voice 
were important, and he added organization and structure. 
He believed that students learn these things by 
freewriting, picking their own topics, by sitting down 
and looking at their work with a teacher, and by reading 
their work out loud.
Student perception of Dick's goals was mixed. Some 
students were obviously perplexed by the exercises and 
couldn't figure out why they had to do them. Others 
extrapolated from his behavior: "he wants us to think 
about what we write or read. To think critically." To
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this student, the exercises and class activities focused 
on getting the students to think critically.
Others wrote in their evaluations that they had 
learned "many new techniques of writing," "how to read 
critically," and "what the ingredients are that make a 
good paper." "I have improved my ability to communicate 
by writing," one said. Another wrote, "I think the 
course has helped me feel like I will be better prepared 
for papers in other classes."
A Distillation
What are the threads running these various statements? I 
see the following broad strokes:
1. Writing is an art. "Students of writing should 
learn that words can be at once as exact as mathematics 
and as moving as music, and they should learn both the 
effort it takes to make that occur and the joy that 
accrues when it does" (application). "Writing is like 
building things" (initial interview). Some writing "has 
a little bit of what I might call art in it." Writing is 
in a way a "religious" act (final interview).
2. Reading is important. "I think that writing 
students can learn a great deal from reading carefully" 
(application). "It's almost as important to read as it 
is to write" (initial interview). He wanted to get 
students to read and understand what they read (April 
interview). Reading is a way of thinking, and " the more
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ways you have of thinking maybe the more things you can 
do" (final interview).
3. Students are apprentices. "The teacher must 
make it clear that this stage is part of an 
apprenticeship" (application). Students need to show 
care, concentration and effort in their writing (initial 
interview). He wanted students to be comfortable with 
writing, and to recognize when they're not writing well. 
Students are "apprentice" writers (April interview). 
"Writer-to-writer talking, discussing the writing" is 
important (final interview). He told them in class on 
the first day, "You're really writers, not students."
4. Writing has cultural value. "I believe 
that the written word is central to our culture" 
(application). Writing is a cultural tool that is 
endangered (initial interview). "I don’t think you can 
fully participate in your culture, your society" without 
reading and writing (April interview). Writing is 
important because "it has something to do with continuing 
the civilization" (final interview).
5. The Teacher's Role: To communicate the 
importance of writing by "showing students the many 
talented people” who write (application). To offer 
"care, concentration and effort" in conferences; to "turn 
people on to different kinds of writers" (initial 
interview). To give shortcuts: "I think teachers
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represent some of the shortcuts for writers" (final 
interview). "I know I can't do everything for 
everybody," he said, "but I want to do as much as 
possible, to steer a path."
6. Tools of the Trade: There is a "right way" for 
the product to be, so students need to know surface 
conventions (initial interview). Time, tools, and places 
are important (first day of class). The "Stupid Grammar 
Tricks" and bits of writing advice throughout the 
semester emphasized this aspect of his beliefs.
7. Writing skills are important in college.
"They'll have to do this stuff in college" (April 
interview).
8. "Voice" is important, as he said twice on the 
first day, and again when the research paper began.
In describing his own theory, Richard compared it to 
a glacier which "picks up junk, drops junk," an accurate 
metaphor considering the many items mentioned once and 
then dropped (for example, a respect for fact and 
precision, or the communication of the "flat page").
He believed that experience in teaching was similar 
to experience in writing: "I mean, there are some things 
that only writing for a long time can do for your 
writing. And I think there are probably some things in 
teaching that only long experience in teaching can teach 
you. I think. I don’t know."
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We might visualize theory construction as a sifting 
process, as the teacher examines an idea, lets it drop, 
perhaps picks it up again later, picks up something new. 
The items which manage to hang on become the core of the 
theory--and many of those appear early on in a teacher's 
life.
"Fly Fishing is Active Meditation”
The Connection Between Theory and Practice 
A student quoted Richard in his interview writeup: 
"Fishing is meditation, fly fishing is active 
meditation... it gives you reason to go out into the water 
up to your hips and just enjoy nature. You could go out 
into the water and just stand there, but without the 
fishing gear you might look silly.”
So it is with teaching: "fishing gear" gives the 
novice teacher a place to start, some reasons to be 
there. Richard's tacklebox consisted of his experiences 
as a student and the guidelines given him in handouts, 
staff meetings, and New T.A. meetings.
And teaching, like fly-fishing, was "active 
meditation." Dick's course was never static--he was 
always thinking about what worked, what didn't work, what 
he should try next. Because Dick was inexperienced, the 
relationship between theory and practice was particularly 
exposed.
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As often as he could, Richard made his theory 
explicit. His mainstay question of the semester was,
"Why are we doing this?" He asked it from January 
through May, beginning with a brainstorming exercise 
describing potatoes. He rephrased the question, but he 
asked it after nearly every large-group exercise:
"Anybody want to speculate on why we did that?" 
Occasionally a student would take a stab at answering, 
and Dick always answered himself, too. For instance, in 
April Dick asked, "So what's the point, Donna?"
She replied, "You want us to combine personal ideas
and research, not just give information."
"Right, that's sort of the drum I've been beating
for the last couple weeks."
Toward the end of the semester, because he had asked 
the question so often, he could say, "As I'm sure you 
realize, there's a reason I did this.”
In April, following the anchovy pizza exercise, Dick 
said, "Now it's time for my famous question." He turned 
to the chalkboard and bumped his forehead against the 
surface. "Why are we doing this [exercise]?"
"Description," someone said.
"Yes. What else."
"You want us to do this in our research paper."




"This is what writers do for other people," Dick 
said. "Think about the other person who will be 
reading."
When I asked him why he asked the question so often, 
he said, "I don't think they'll think about it 
otherwise." He wasn't sure that the point of the 
exercise would get through if he didn't make it explicit. 
He wondered, though, if anyone besides writing teachers 
asked such a question. He thought not, because "it's a 
little bit of a talking-down" to students.
The question was also useful because Dick did so 
many creative exercises. Students occasionally seemed 
perplexed by his requests. I overheard one student 
sitting next to me mutter, "He does some weird stuff. I
don't have a clue what to do." Thus, his reassurance
afterward partially served to encourage students to try 
whatever weird exercise he thought up for them next. The 
repeated question had the effect of a statement like, 
"Trust me. There's a reason for this and you’ll see what 
it is. Just give it your best shot." Most of them, most
of the time, did so.
Richard's theory was not always sitting there on the 
surface. In February he planned group work, but 
hesitated when students showed interest in discussing an 
essay instead. He decided the discussion might
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degenerate into a crab session, and that if they did 
group work at least they would have to think about 
structure. When I asked Richard about his class 
activities that day, he initially said, "I don't know."
He thought a few seconds and then said, "Maybe 
because..." and listed the above reasons. He made an 
intuitive, on-the-spot decision in the classroom, but it 
was not haphazard. When he articulated it, it was 
rational.
Moments of decision-making point to theory. We make 
choices for reasons, although events may occur too 
rapidly to consciously register the reasons for our 
decisions. Therefore, one way to understand theory is to 
deconstruct previously-made decisions.
Even if you have a theory, execution can be 
difficult. Case in point: group work. The theory was 
that group work was important and worth doing. Richard 
tried a number of methods to implement the theory, with 
varying degrees of success.
And there can be discrepancies between theory and 
practice. For instance, Dick had students write a 
character sketch of a famous character, without saying 
the character's name. They spent four minutes of the 





I asked why everyone had to write on the same 
character. "It wasn't important for them to all write on 
the same one, but I just wanted to give them a quick 
idea." Since they spent half the writing time deciding 
on a character, either it did make a difference or Dick 
didn't realize how time-consuming it was trying to 
decide. I think the latter was true; time has a 
different quality when you're teaching than when you're 
observing.
Richard said that "ideally theory feeds practice and 
practice feeds theory, right?" You could see such a 
process in his teaching. For instance, initially he had 
no idea how to teach grammar, but from conferences, 
student papers, and talking to Andy Merton, he devised 
ways to deal with it (Stupid Grammar Tricks, marking 
papers, mini -1essons).
Because his theory was so broad, Richard could 
experiment a great deal. He tried a number of exercises 
from the New T.A. meeting: family conversation, writing a 
scene showing a characteristic from a person. Everything 
Richard did during the semester was developmental in 
terms of both theory and practice.
Richard said, "I think that people who have written 
for some considerable length of time have a real 
advantage in teaching this course... Somebody who had some 
experience in writing could come to these writing
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Itheories and test them in some way against his or her own 
experience as a writer and say, "Well, maybe." or "Yeah" 
or "Ah, I'm not so sure about that one." For example, 
Richard had been using a journal for a long time himself 
so he used it in his class. His personal experience with 
the journal as a useful writing tool became a theoretical 
stance in his teaching: journal writing is useful for 
students.
He said in a March interview, "Experience is the 
only available learning tool here." No reading, no 810. 
He could talk to people, but mostly it was "standing 
there and doing it." His statement that teaching was 
like "fishing without hooks" is a bit pessimistic, I 
think; Richard had plenty of hooks, and he was learning, 
mid-stream, how to make his own as well.
"Selecting Bait"
T h e o r y  S o u r c e s  a n d  R e f  1 e c t i o n - i n - A c t i o n
"Teaching is experimentation," Richard said. "You 
don't learn by reading, you don't learn by what other 
people do, you learn by standing in front of the class, 
trying something, and seeing if it works." Because he 
had no prior teaching background, everything was 
experimental, and Richard learned from past teachers how 
to set up his laboratory.
He mentioned more than once a high school teacher 
who broke all the curriculum rules by asking the students
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to write at least one page a week on any topic, in any 
form. Dick said it might not seem radical now, but then 
it was "amazing."
From Ernie Hebert, teacher of a fiction-writing 
workshop, Richard picked up "craft things" like ways of 
working, styles, answers to "seemingly obvious" questions 
like "What's a reasonable day’s work for a writer?" or 
"Do I type or write?"
His own reading history also affected his teaching. 
Because he was an eclectic reader, he tried to bring 
"not-quite-mainstream" readings into the class.
As far as public theorists went, he remembered 
reading Vygotsky in a seminar on composition theory at 
UNH. Books which had influenced him were Donald Hall's 
work and William Zinsser's On Writing Well. He couldn't 
recall other specific texts, but he said that if he read 
a particular tenet about writing in four or five 
different places, he tended to believe it. Similarly, if 
he heard about a teaching technique or belief from a 
number of sources, he tended to believe it.
He wished he had taken a course similar to 401 
before teaching it, "because I think it really would have 
shortcut a whole lot of stuff." In planning the course, 
he sifted through Write to Learn over Christmas vacation, 
listened to conversations in the school, and decided that 
much of what he was hearing reflected what he had already
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figured out on his own. He did some of the exercises in 
Write to Learn, but decided not to use it in teaching 
401.
Initially Richard felt the lack of an inner voice 
telling him what to do and what students needed. He felt 
that the part of his life marked "teaching" was "flat," 
and he was slowly filling it in. As he taught, his 
perception of himself changed.
He said, "You get a better sense of your own style, 
strengths and weaknesses. For instance, I am not good at 
large groups now--I don't know if I ever will be."
Thinking aloud, he said it was important to feel 
stable: "I would become a better teacher as I become more 
aware of my teacherness." Then he laughed; "You can see 
why I revise," he said. He meant that self-knowledge 
provided stability for a teacher, and that as he 
discovered what he was best at he could incorporate that 
information into his dealings with students.
One way Richard garnered this self-knowledge was 
through reflection. In his teaching journal and in 
conversations, he puzzled over particular students and 
their behavior. Initially, he said, he wanted to "slot" 
people somehow in his head, to bring order from the chaos 
of new faces.
Of one student he said, "He's paying no attention at 
all to what I say in class about finding something you're
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interested in, looking for sources, that stuff. I 
finally realized he’s been nodding at me a long time, but 
not listening." In March he said, "I've got to figure 
out why that [their restlessness] irked me today."
He also thought about assignments, asking, "Hmmm, I 
wonder what's going to happen when we do this?" He 
thought about what he wanted students to get from an 
exercise, and the best way to have them tackle the 
assignment. In his notes or in his head, he afterward 
tried to figure out what worked and what he could do the 
next time.
He wanted to replicate each experiment immediately 
after he did it, to make changes and see how they worked. 
He wondered, "How much of the exercise was affected by my 
insecurity as a teacher? How much of it was affected by 
doing it early in the semester? Hhat if I were to do it 
later in the year?"
Richard did not blindly try any old thing. He 
thought about what he was doing and tried to identify 
factors which he could manipulate. He said, "I'm 
convinced that all classes are different and 
that... something that works for me might not work for me 
in another class, let alone work for somebody else in 
another class."
For Richard, an idea had to have a spark. "There 
were times this semester when I thought something worked
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if one person got it. And I'm not sure if that’s anybody 
else's definition."
At the end of the semester, he reflected on his 
evaluations. Students had commented on the amount of 
writing, and Dick said, "I don't know if that's typical, 
you know, of people who didn't know what they were 
getting in for, or whether I just gave them too much 
writing.” He decided he had given a lot of writing, but, 
he said, "I don't think that's bad."
He also thought at the end of the semester that one 
thing he didn't deal with well was organization and 
structure. "I think, I don't know, unless I thought it 
would just sort of magically appear, but I think that's 
important and I think it takes longer than I thought it 
did to deal with."
Teaching and reflecting intertwined over the 
semester to change Richard's thinking. For example, his 
distinction between "real" writers and students broke 
down when he thought about it over time. He ended up 
saying, "A writer is somebody who writes. A serious 
writer is somebody who, well, somebody for whom the 
writing is real important, or maybe the most important 
thing."
Likewise, his belief about the usefulness of 
creative writing courses altered. He once believed that 
every good book got published and every real writer would
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write anyway, but over the semester he wondered if 
creative writing courses might simply be enjoyable for 
people, like gardening. He even thought he might like to 
teach one.
Much reflection for Richard that first semester was 
personal, as he attempted to define himself as a teacher. 
In February he said, "I've learned to dissociate my ego" 
from failures in class. If he felt something did not 
work, he did not automatically assume that he had failed.
He tried to decide whether or not he was doing a
good job. He had little feedback from others about his
teaching, and he felt the need to assess himself. "How
will you know if you're doing a good job?” I asked. "If
there's movement forward in their writing," he said. He
judged his own performance by what the students did. On
his own initiative, since no one else helped him, he
reflected on his performance. In his journal he wrote:
Low-grade despair over weekend, mainly on the subject 
of whether I’m doing a good job. There's no real way 
I see to get a sense of whether what I'm doing is
working, and there's some frustration in not having
(immediate?) feedback. I really don't know if I'm 
doing a wonderful job, a bad job, or a mediocre one. 
Finally throttled it...with realizing that I needed a 
goal for the semester for myself, which I hadn't 
really considered. So, my goal for this semester is 
for each student to show some improvement, however 
miniscule, in his or her writing.
Of his own teaching he said,
...you don't very often have a sense of what you as a
teacher can take credit for....if the guy down the 
street was standing there at the same time would the 
same thing have happened...I didn't want to sort of
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Ijump up and down and say, 'Hey look what I did,' but 
at the same time I had the sense that maybe if I 
wasn't there this wouldn't have happened.
Throughout the semester Richard reflected on his 
students, his classroom, and himself. He came to no
solid conclusions, but from the beginning he engaged in
active inquiry. A brief excerpt from his teaching
journal in January gives some idea of the nature of his
reflection:
Felt underprepared at start--why? Goal--get 
everyone to talk in class. [Carl] late twice now, 
plus 2/3 page paper instead of 2-3--when to brace him?
Felt like it was a good class today--why?
Reasonably good discussion on Stafford essay, though 
they tended to want to equate his "process" with free- 
writing. I was surprised to note the time when the 
Stafford discussion went on--they seem to be willing 
to talk, which is a relief!
Also think I was better prepared re: Stafford essay 
and discussion of papers. Initially resisted the idea 
of using notes to make sure I cover what I want, but 
why? Ego, probably, wanting to appear effortless.
I’m not that extemporaneous.
The recurrent question in this entry is "Why?" This
first-year teacher is not floundering helplessly but
trying to make sense of a barrage of new information. He
is concerned about his teaching style, wondering about a
particular student, and trying to understand the dynamics
of the situation.
Richard already has the tools of a professional: 
theory, practice, and reflection. Eventually his creel 
will be filled to overflowing.
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Chapter VI 
GRETCHEN DOES SOME REARRANGING
" I ’m empowered. . . . I ’m unempowered. . . . I ’m empowered. . . .”
Few of us have houses furnished by a decorator. He 
pick up items here and there--our parents give us a china 
cabinet, we buy a couch at a furniture store, we pick up 
a recliner and an endtable at a garage sale. And over 
time we get comfortable in our living rooms. We like
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sinking down in the sofa, dusting our collections of 
knickknacks, or stacking our books.
Suppose, though, that someone comes to visit. Our 
mother-in-law comes for a few days and starts rearranging 
the furniture. Ne might watch as she moved the table too 
close to the wall. He might even help as she switched 
the blue chair with the green one.
But it just wouldn't feel right, and sooner or later 
we'd move the chairs back. (Maybe she was right about 
the endtable, maybe that could stay.)
Consider Gretchen in her teaching house, and UNH as 
the mother-in-law. Gretchen moved a few things around, 
got some new curtains, tried to get comfortable on the 
couch. But she had a nagging feeling that things were 
out of place. Gretchen's story is about rearranging 
furniture, about redecorating to please someone else, and 
about how things can look different but still remain 
essentially the same.
"The Homemaker”
A Portrait of Gretchen
Gretchen said she was experiencing "terror," but "in
a positive sense” about teaching 401 at UNH. "I don't
know what I've gotten myself into," she said. She wrote
in her teaching journal:
I remember feeling this way before I started student 
teaching 11 years ago (!). I told Coughlin [a former 
teacher] the feeling was like a car engine screaming 
and straining at the top of 1st or second gear,
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redlining the RPM's and burning the transmission. All 
he said was, "Put the clutch in." The clutch goes in 
Wednesday!
A student described Gretchen as "a teacher at 
heart," and Gretchen would agree. She considered 
teaching "addictive," and an "intense thrill," and she 
had never wanted to do anything else.
She "always knew" she wanted a Master's degree, but 
deciding to go for "the terminal degree" was a difficult 
decision. She enrolled at UNH the same semester she 
began as a teaching assistant, taking "History of the 
English Language" and "Early American Literature."
She considered herself a "very traditional" teacher 
and believed that she was "born fifty years too late" 
both personally and in terms of teaching. She believed 
that traditional teachers were "organized. We have a job 
to do, we take it seriously."
And she did take her work seriously. She was always 
a teacher--a kind, empathetic, funny teacher. When she 
returned research papers in May, one student asked if 
hers was finished. "Mine! Yeeeaaah!" she exclaimed, 
holding her arms up in triumph.
Gretchen said, "You guys are spazzing."
Another student said, "Spaz?"
Gretchen said, "Yeah, it's a technical term only 
teachers use. To spaz, spaz, spazzed, will spaz."
Gretchen was graduated in 1980 from the University 
of Lowell, Massachusetts, with a B.A. in
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English/Secondary Education. She obtained her M.A. in 
1984 from the Breadloaf School at Middlebury College, 
after attending for four summers, an experience which she 
called "wonderful" and yet which disillusioned her about 
graduate school. She said that in six weeks with three 
hundred English majors she saw "every conceivable type of 
human behavior" from nervous breakdowns on the front 
steps to rampant sex.
She recalled an assignment asking her to write a 
history of herself as a writer. Unwilling to name Diary 
of a Mad Housewife as the book which had most influenced 
her as a writer (not academic enough), she put together a 
lot of "crap" and turned it in. She got an A, and 
thought, "This is graduate school?"
Her first teaching job was at Nashoba Valley 
Technical High School in Westford, Massachusetts, in 
1982. The administrators said, "Here are your books.
See you in June." She said she was proud to be a teacher 
and plunged in, muddling her way through. "I didn't know 
I didn't know much," she said, and every year she 
received a "glowing evaluation and I never knew why."
She developed a sneaking suspicion that someone must be 
lurking outside her door listening.
She mentioned an old Italian Mafia saying, "making 
your bones," (killing someone as an initiation rite) and 
said she "made her bones" teaching basic English to
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vocational-technical students at Shawsheen Valley 
Technical High School in Massachusetts. Since 1984 she 
had taught continuing education courses at Lowell at 
night.
She had the appearance of being an old hand at 
everything she did, even in the unfamiliar setting of 
UNH. In class she was straightforward and authoritative. 
Her directions were clear, no-nonsense, and her voice 
resonated throughout the classroom. For instance, one 
day in April, she said in a serious tone, "I have noticed 
a tendency in this class for people to put on their coats 
at ten-to-twelve. That strikes me as not particularly 
respectful of me or of our endeavor." Then, her tone 
lightening, she continued, "Please push down that almost 
overwhelming urge to flee, and trust that I know when the 
class begins and ends." She didn’t raise her voice, 
didn't seem angry, but was reasonable, controlled, 
intent.
Students reacted positively to Gretchen’s 
personality. The evaluations often commented on her 
"enjoyable personality" and said that she was 
"enthusiastic" and "motivated." One student wrote, "She 
encourages you to have your own opinion and express your 
true self in your writing, which I feel is good."
Another wrote, "It was obvious that Mrs. D was in control
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of the class but it wasn't overbearing. She was very 
friendly and helpful in conferences."
Gretchen described herself as "a cheerleader, but 
not in the fluffy sense." Pretty, blond, dressed like 
someone from a fashion catalog, she talked about having 
to "overcome the 'bimbo' problem" with her adult 
education classes, saying she had to "work hard at 
letting them know I know" the material.
Her classroom presence she described as an attitude 
that "I'm in control here and nothing's going to happen 
that I won't understand, that I won't know about, and if 
there is, I know how to take care of it."
She was in control during class. She said, ”1 never 
ever raise my voice," and she didn't. In high school she 
learned to stand and stare at the students until she got 
their attention. In 401 she told the students to 
"emote" when they spoke or read, and she did the same. 
When they told her that one of the texts wasn't in, she 
rolled her eyes, and exclaimed, "Joy! Rapture!" in a 
voice rich as crushed velvet. The emotion in her 
questions and anecdotes offset the formal diction she 
generally used.
In her application for a teaching assistantship, she 
wrote that her greatest strength as a writing teacher was 
"an ability to make students see the benefits and 
pleasures of a skill they may have condemned as
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unattainable, frustrating, or (0, all-purpose adjective!) 
boring." She said, "I can maintain organized control 
over the material and progress of a class, and I work 
hard to create a sense of energetic, positive support 
with individual students. Learning to write is often a 
sensitive, personal experience, and I'm good with 
beginners." Students agreed. One said the class was 
"informal but it's not like there's no control." "I 
think she feels that everything that comes out is 
valuable in one way or another," this student said.
Always cheerful, Gretchen began most classes with a 
"Good morning, good morning, happy Monday" (or Wednesday, 
or Friday). One student described her as "vibrant" and 
said, "When she comes in class and says 'Happy Monday' it 
wakes you up."
When she commented on student readings, her voice 
was warm and supportive, with no hint of criticism. 
"Okay," "good," "um-hmm," or "great" were all said in the 
same approving tone. In one instance, she turned a 
negative statement into a positive teaching ground: a 
student had written, "I have no life as a writer." 
Gretchen repeated the sentence, saying, "That statement 
has possibilities. It's rather bleak, but there's 
something there." Here is evidence, then, of her often- 
stated intention to empower students. Although the
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content was negative, she validated the writer's 
feelings.
If students didn't follow directions, she kept calm. 
One day in February she gave a homework assignment for 
students to organise some lists in a particular way. No 
one did it. "Did I ask you to organize these?" Gretchen 
asked.
"Nooooo," was the group reply.
"Ah!" she exclaimed. "I'm speaking Swahili! I 
speak; you don't get it; it must be Swahili." Then she 
asked them to organize the lists. She never publicly 
chastised students for unfinished or incorrect work.
She could also be gentle with students, as when the 
class was doing "press conferences" on their research 
papers. One student, sitting next to Gretchen, became 
upset while talking about her grandmother's deterioration 
from Alzheimer's disease. Gretchen asked a student 
working on the same topic, "Jamie, what are you doing?" 
moving the press conferences on and at the same time 
patting the first student on the shoulder. This small 
gesture passed in the natural flow of class, a nonverbal 
comment in the conversation.
The gentleness in Gretchen's personality reflected 
her experiences with her grandparents, whom she was 
raised by. She saw them through illness, the nursing 
home, and funerals. She said, "the things that other
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Ipeople do for their parents. I've already done." She was 
reluctant to talk about her personal history in 
interviews, but she shared portions of her life with her 
cl ass.
For instance, when the students told a "family 
story," this was Gretchen's contribution: her grandmother 
was in a car wreck and in the hospital for eight months. 
After waking up there, her first question was, "Hill you 
water my plants?" Grandpa said yes and reported that he 
faithfully watered her African violets. When Grandma was 
ready to be released, Grandpa had to admit that he had 
watered them but they died anyway, all but one. So she 
went home and found out that the only one left was the 
artificial plant. He'd been watering the artificial 
plant.
Married in October, 1982, to a successful 
businessman, Gretchen attended business functions and "a 
zillion Christmas parties" with her husband. Jay. She 
lived in Leominster, a prosperous Boston suburb. She 
collected David Winter cottages while Jay collected 
thousands of records and played in a basement rock-n-roll 
band.
She enjoyed being "June Cleaver," she said. She 
liked ironing her husband's shirts, planning dinners, 
being part of the family she married into. Yet she also 
wanted to be in graduate school, and her schedule left
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her with little time for home. She said that Jay was 
"wonderfully supportive" and wouldn't care if she took 
his shirts to the dry cleaners or gave him frozen dinners 
for a week, but she was reluctant to do so.
Gretchen said she was not a feminist: "In my life I 
haven't found the need of it.” At school, she felt 
people looked at her askance "because I'm not sensitive 
to feminist issues" and because she asked to be called 
Mrs. DiGeronimo. (The first day of class she told 
students she had had the "enormous good fortune to marry 
into a huge Italian family," and she wanted to be called 
Mrs. DeGeronimo, or Mrs. D.) At the same time, the fact 
that she had no children made her "a little more 
acceptable."
In Leominster, however, people's reactions were the 
opposite: "You go to school? You don't have children?
How does your husband let you do that?"
Her relatives, accepting her "oddities" because she 
made Jay happy, would tell her, "Of course you'll do 
fine" at school, but she knew they had no idea of what 
was entailed in a graduate program.
She commuted to UNH, leaving around seven each 
morning. Her routine was to drive, find a parking spot, 
get coffee, make copies, check her mailbox, "kind of put 
on the armor" before conferences and class. Although the 
commute took over an hour-and-a-half each way, Gretchen
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used the time to advantage. "The long ride to and from 
home has been good for producing thoughts, questions, 
plans, etc," she wrote in her teaching journal.
While she commuted Gretchen also talked on her C.B. 
radio. It was "tacky" but "interesting," she said, 
noting that sometimes she could get in on a good 
conversation. She once heard a recipe for "Truckdriver 
Hamburgers": store-bought patties, soaked overnight in 
Jack Daniels, and tossed on a very hot truck grill. "I 
haven't tried it yet, but I might," she said.
Because she commuted, Gretchen didn't feel a part of 
campus life. Shy of speaking in groups and uncertain 
about her abilities as a scholar, she often felt lonely 
at school. At one point she read a bulletin board 
listing of research and grants in the department, and was 
momentarily plagued by a sense of inadequacy. One inner 
voice would say, "Do I belong here?" and another would 
reply, "Why not? Other people have done it, so why not
_ _ ^ Itme .
She didn't feel she was a "scholar" and was afraid 
that wouldn't be able to do the work well enough. She 
wondered how she became a teaching assistant, thinking 
"They must have made a mistake somewhere. Do they think 
I'm someone else?" Then she would wonder, "Do people 
really want to be T.A.’s? Is this prestigious?" She 
once described her assistantship as a white elephant, "a
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Igift of great price that demands a greater price in 
upkeep."
While seeming unsure of herself in several 
conversations, Gretchen demonstrated more confidence than 
she felt. When I asked about the possibility of 
interviewing some students, she suggested a few, 
including one who had been a burr in her side most of the 
semester. "She might give you a perspective of someone 
for whom the class is not working," Gretchen said.
As the semester progressed, she tried to learn "to 
relax--to get ready and plan, but not be so critical of 
myself."
In March, she was wearing down. She had dreams 
about coursework and teaching. "It's so intense," she 
said of graduate school, planning to come in over spring 
break and catch up. In her teaching journal, she wrote, 
"No matter how hard I try, I can't come up with good 
stuff to do for class, I miss opportunities, I screw up 
golden chances. We're in a true 'slough of despair' 
here--I'm frustrated and angry and disappointed."
In April, she hit a low point: "breakdown time," she 
said, saying she had felt like crying twice already one 
day for no specific reason. Between her own classes, 
teaching, and trying to maintain some semblance of a home 
life, she was overwhelmed.
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Of her first semester, she wrote, "This first 
semester has been the deep-end-of-the-pool dunk for me. 
It's basic training for the life I'm considering--you 
teach to pay the bills, and then you fight for the time 
to do vour work and reading. Interesting."
She believed her teaching had affected her writing 
over the years. She found herself wanting to edit 
earlier than she should, worrying prematurely about word 
choice. She wondered, "Am I tightening down the screws 
on my students this way?" She wondered if 401 was having 
the same effect on her students' writing that it was on 
her own.
Gretchen said, "Writing is the work you love and 
hate." As a student, she wrote for fun--parodies of 
literary works to make her friends laugh, a "Streaker's 
Application" (Do you have any tattoos? Any marks your 
mother would recognize? Do you catch cold easily?). When 
she and a friend were applying to graduate schools at the 
same time, she wrote a parody of "Ulysses" to cheer the 
two of them up. Here is an excerpt:
There lies the Academy, the applications ruffle their 
pages;
There glooms the dark and brooding library. My sister 
scholar--
Soul that has talked, and wrought, and thought with 
me- -
That ever with a frolic welcome tackled
The Shakespeare and the Welty; and to scholarship
Offered a free heart, free intellect--
To admission committees you and I may be too old, 
unwelcome,
But old age has yet her honor and her toil.
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Reject ion may close all; but something ere the end, 
Some work of noble note, may yet be done,
Not unbecoming women who strove with Joyce.
The lines begin to twinkle from the poems;
The long book beckons, other classrooms 
Hoan round with many voices. Come, my friend.
Tis not too late to seek another place.
Push on, and with your personal statement well in 
order smite
Your brow's furrows of self-doubt.
"The Living Room”
Gretchen's Classroom
Gretchen taught from 11 to 12 on Mondays,
Wednesdays, and Fridays, one of the most popular 
classtimes on campus. As a consequence, even getting 
into the room could be an adventure. The main floor of 
Hamilton Smith was like Tokyo rush hour, with students 
scrambling to get out of and into the building, trying to 
set a trajectory for their destinations in hopes the 
crowd would push them along.
Gretchen had a difficult room to teach in, although 
it was bright and airy, with a view of a magnolia tree 
which served as a benchmark of the seasons. The room had 
two large windows; tables set up conference-style, in a 
long rectangle; individual study cubicles running along 
all four walls; and a mural of New Hampshire scenes high 
on one wall, in which people, no matter whether they were 
cooking, ploughing, or attending school, shared the same 
angular face.
If someone were to walk into the room, it would not 
be apparent at first who the teacher was. There was no
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clear focus of control, since Gretchen sat at the block 
of tables with students. Later in the semester, she took 
to sitting on a chair, or on top of a cubicle desk along 
the center of one wall between the blackboards, which 
made her visible above the students.
Her major complaint about the classroom was the lack 
of a board which everyone could see. There were two small 
blackboards on opposite ends of one wall, each clearly 
visible to only about the middle of the room. "I don't 
know how I'm going to live in a classroom with this 
board," she said in January.
Gretchen wanted desks and rows, and students sitting 
in a square rather than a rectangle so they would be a 
more cohesive group. She wrote in her journal, "They 
talk, but sometimes I think the layout of the room is a 
hindrance."
In springtime, the sky was blue, a breeze was 
puffing through the windows, the magnolia tree outside 
the window was budding. And the discussion became more 
animated, fueled by the rock music from the International 
Festival from across the street.
The magnolia tree blossomed overnight in late April. 
Since nothing else was green and there were no leaves on 
the tree, it looked like someone had glued cotton balls 
all over bare branches. Two days later, students spilled 
outside everywhere, music blared, birds and squirrels
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chittered. Inside, the wind blew magnolia perfume 
through the window screens, and Gretchen led a discussion 
about editing. Five days later, the weather was drippy 
and dreary and the students were subdued, as Gretchen led 
another discussion about editing. In New England, with 
nature spitting spring, Gretchen's class could be moody.
Despite the vagaries of the weather, discussion 
generally was lively. Gretchen said of herself in class 
one day, "I have a talent for--you know how when you drop 
a rock in a pond, it ripples? My questions don't ripple, 
they just sink." She also said to me one day, "Nobody 
ever taught me how to lead a discussion. I wish I knew 
how." But she did know how. The students commented on 
her skills. Several times on evaluations they mentioned 
her talent at leading discussion. One wrote, "She is 
very good at getting discussions started. She asks 
questions and won't go on until she gets an answer. She 
also has lots of examples when she is talking about 
something."
In discussions, she uttered a lot of neutral "Mmm's" 
and restated what students said. When she asked 
questions, there was real perplexity in her voice. She 
was not just looking for students to give answers she 
already had in her head.
And the tenor of discussions was never threatening, 
a tone which was set early on, as in a February
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discussion of "Engfish." One student told a story about 
her high school experience with Engfish. She used the 
word "voluptuous" in a paper and her teacher said, "How 
well did you know F. Scott Fitzgerald? According to your 
paper you have a sexual relationship with him." She said 
she learned from that episode to use the dictionary.
This confession elicited a chorus of "This-is-what- 
happened-to-me-in-high-school!" stories.
When Gretchen led a discussion, she seldom called on 
people by name. She tossed a question out for general 
consideration. Sometimes Bill, a bright and talkative 
student, would respond, and other times the whole room 
would erupt in a babble of voices, all of them discussing 
the issue with the person nearest them. For example, one 
day Gretchen mentioned that her grandmother had spanked 
her with a wooden spoon, igniting a discussion about 
corporal punishment throughout the class. Everyone 
wanted to talk at once.
Her respect for students was always apparent. Even 
when they were talking too much she calmly called their 
attention to the situation. "I think if we were all 
listening to the same person and focused on the same 
thing, we'd hear some interesting things." Rather than 
saying, "Shut up and listen," as a less patient teacher 
might, she set up the expectation that students wanted to 
learn and therefore would want to pay attention.
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IShe let them have their head in discussions. Once 
they were discussing "endings" and Bill mentioned the 
ending of the movie Dead On Arrival. leading to a 
discussion of horror movies in general. Gretchen waited 
patiently for a few minutes, then brought them back to 
endings in general, asking what an ending should do 
regardless of what form it was in. It was as though she 
were taking a spaniel for a walk--the discussion was 
friendly, interested, exploring, trotting here and there, 
sniffing a new trail but never veering completely from 
the main path.
Gretchen's classroom, then, was distinguished most 
by its discussion atmosphere, where each member was 
valued and therefore wanted to talk, sometimes creating 
too much noise for everyone to hear. One class in April, 
Gretchen made an assignment towards the end of class, 
which no one understood. Gretchen asked if "someone who 
understands what's going on" would tell the rest of the 
class what the assignment was. One woman stood, 
explained the assignment, and received a round of 
applause after her rendition.
"Settling In"
Gretchen's Practice 
Two threads ran through Gretchen's practice, 
starting with the first class. Like most 401 teachers, 
Gretchen did a variety of activities the first day. She
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took attendance, introduced herself, had students arrange 
themselves alphabetically around the tables and fill out 
an index card with name, address, phone number, where 
'back home’ was, and high school. She went over the 
syllabus (Appendix E).
She used a weight-lifting analogy for her writing 
class. Cher, she told students, doesn't play with the 
machines for the sheer joy of it; she works out. In 401, 
she said, writing was like weight-lifting. They were 
practicing, to get their minds working, connected, and 
open, finding something to say and saying it well.
At one point a student asked, "You won't give us any 
structure? We can just write anything?" Gretchen said, 
"Great question!” and wrote on the board:
Hxemfi Form
Idea Expression
What do I want to say? How am I going to say it?
She told them, "theme determines form and form influences
theme." She gave them an example of a chair, whose
"theme" is "to provide a place to sit." The "form" would
then be the legs, back, seat. "There are a million forms
of 'chair,'" Gretchen said, "with the same theme."
Writing "raison d'etre" on the board, she gave them
her creed, which was "helping us all to become better
writers." In order to do that, she told them what they
needed: an organized plan, community, and trust.
207
Then she asked them to consider not only what they 
had to do for the course, but what their part in it was. 
She had them write for fifteen minutes on "Who I am as a 
writer." She asked them to cover two areas:
a. Tell me about yourself.
b. When I write ("comma after introductory 
adverbial clause")....
She wrote with them, in her teaching journal.
The seeds of the rest of the semester are evident 
here. Obviously Gretchen was giving a good-faith effort 
at trying some of the "touchy-feely" techniques which 
Anne, her UNH mentor, and others had suggested. For 
instance, asking them to give personal information, 
arranging students alphabetically (as Anne suggested), 
asking them to write about themselves as writers--these 
were typical 401 first-day activities.
Yet her prior background is peeking through, in the 
organized plan she had for the day and for the semester
(on the syllabus), and in the Form and Theme mini-
1ecture.
Her "creed" as she explained it to students 
contained both the old and the new also. All her
teaching career she wanted to help students become better
writers; at UNH, she included herself in the proposition. 
In her "old life" organization played an important role, 
causing her to list it as one of the key factors in
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obtaining the central goal of the course. The 
"community" and "trust" were newer concepts for Gretchen, 
and ones she had not articulated before.
Her initial plan was to divide the semester into 
thirds: writing, reading, research. In fact, the 
semester fell unequally into those categories. She spent 
the first sixteen classes emphasizing writing, four 
classes on I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, and the 
remainder of the semester (about half) on the research 
paper.
Other reading, besides the novel, was sprinkled 
throughout the semester. Gretchen used essays from the 
Borzoi as well as articles like an excerpt from "Talk of 
the Town" in The New Yorker, and "The Decline of 
Neatness" and "In Praise of the Humble Comma" from Time.
The emphasis in Gretchen's class was clearly on 
writing, with reading a distant second. With two 
exceptions, every class was a writing class. The 
students wrote letters about themselves, letters to their 
parents requesting money, journal musings on a natural 
object (a la Berthoff). (She asked them, for ten minutes 
a day, to look at, smell, feel the object. Talk to it, 
interact. For ten minutes write down your observations. 
Analyze, record, observe. Stick with it even if it gets 
tedious.) The students all brought an object and 
obediently wrote, although they were puzzled. As the
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exercise progressed, they warmed up to it. When they did 
their final write-up on the object, the responses were 
funny, reflective, and detailed. The class became eager 
to share what they had written. Then Gretchen asked them 
to talk about the experience of writing on the object. 
Predictably, they thought it was "weird" initially, then 
fun, and ended up being surprised that one object could 
generate so much material.
Gretchen had them trying exercises which were new to 
her. She wrote on the board: brainstorming, freewriting, 
mapping, tree. "I'm fascinated with this stuff," she 
said. "I'm excited about trying it." Taking the role of 
student, she asked them to describe the differences 
between the techniques. She was genuinely interested in 
figuring out what each was, and how useful it might be.
Another of her lectures gave indications of being a 
hybrid between old and new. Her view of writing as 
entailing three stages, prewriting, writing, and 
rewriting, was not static. "I'm stealing from all over," 
she said; "That's how I see it now." The writing portion 
of the lecture seemed to stem from her old way of looking 
at writing, from the "rhetoric" she learned as a student. 
The three stages themselves were of unknown origin. She 
couldn't remember where she got them, but she was willing 
to give them a try. "I’m still experimenting" with the
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new ideas, she said, although she saw more potential for 
adult learners with writing process than with kids.
She did many of the activities with students, 
joining groups occasionally, and occasionally talking to 
me while groups worked. She did some of the writing 
assignments: generating lists, writing a description of a 
place. After doing a writing activity, she tried to get 
them to make something more out of it. For example, she 
had them do a list of details at an unfamiliar place.
Then she gave a mini-lecture on what to include in a 
descriptive essay, distributed an essay from The New 
Yorker to read for homework, and asked them to think 
about what the dominant impression was.
The students had input into what happened. Gretchen 
regularly asked them how an activity went after they did 
it and whether it was helpful. They began requesting 
activities. They particularly wanted to workshop their 
papers, and Gretchen altered her own plans to give them 
time.
One student appreciated her humanness: "she doesn't 
always talk about English stuff," he said. He said that 
to some teachers, students are objects, but "with her, 
we're people. I take her seriously, she takes me 
seriously. That's vital."
Gretchen's class was generative. Students actively 
generated material through writing or discussion, and
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only toward the end of the semester did Gretchen simply 
transfer information to them. I counted 46 writing 
activities (in-class writing, mostly, but also including 
peer-response groups), 36 discussions on reading, 
writing, or issues arising from those (what does it mean 
to work? is there a gender gap? what was high school 
like?), and 15 short lectures on writing and grammar. 
Obviously, then, Gretchen's class did more than one thing 
each period--usually three or four things.
A typical pattern would be: writing activity, 
discussion of the activity and issues involved, short 
lecture with further information, another writing 
activity.
One student talked about Gretchen's "creative drive" 
and felt that she wanted students to have fun and learn 
at the same time.
In their departmental evaluations, students 
commented that they had learned "the way they want you to 
write in college" and "much more about the process of 
writing from brainstorming to editing." They said, "No 
more Engfish!" and "B.S. is out."
Gretchen read papers regularly, dividing them into 
smaller batches which she did per day. She said, "I got 
into this habit of saying, 'Okay, today you need to read 
six papers. If you read six papers today and six papers 
tomorrow, that's half the class. The other two days you
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get the whole class read, and you'll be back to them on 
time."
Gretchen marked papers in a variety of ways. On 
drafts, she put short comments in the margin: "good!" or 
"clear" or "I don't understand." She might ask about the 
opening paragraph, "Is there one sentence here that 
states your point?" She marked surface errors 
extensively, circling, crossing out, substituting words 
and punctuation. She might, for instance, circle "it" 
and jot "What is 'it'?" She corrected capitals, commas, 
apostrophes, and minor word changes. She called 
attention to fragments, comma splices, spelling errors, 
and "wordy" sentences.
At the end of the paper, she gave a short comment, 
generally including some positive remark, some weakness 
in the paper, and either a question ("Why does this 
ending sound flat?") or a suggestion for revision. Here 
is an example:
This is a fine discussion until the end--being a caged 
bird is a good metaphor for being a child, but there 
are many other resonances, echoes to be found. What 
about when Maya grew up? What about being Black? a 
female? Maya as a child is certainly in a "cage," but 
what other cages exist for Negroes in general, or for 
women? B+.
Here is another exchange from the bottom of a paper:
Gretchen wrote: "This is a pretty straightforward 
narrative of one experience--what exactly was your 
point? B-. Check my mechanical corrections."
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Student: "Mrs. D--I was going to make the point
better, but it didn't seem to work. I'll try again 
next time."
In conferences, student and teacher would go over
the paper. The student would often ask why the paper was
marked in a certain way. In fact, Gretchen directed them
to prepare further for the conferences; in one end
comment on a research paper she wrote,
Very good, very full. Let's wrestle with the Hyslop 
article problem in conference next week. Bring your 
source articles, if you can. You've really grabbed 
onto a complicated subject and made it your own. You 
should feel proud of the job you've done with the 
subject.
Gretchen discovered that conferences were "much more 
emotionally demanding than I expected," and that "there 
are many more things possible with conferences than I 
considered when I started."
Her conferences varied considerably. The set I 
taped ran from three to twenty minutes. Students 
grappled with the issues Gretchen had raised in her paper 
comments. Sometimes they talked about other papers or 
specific technical problems (how to use lie vs. lay) or 
strategies (outlining a paper to see its skeleton).
Gretchen liked the "shoulder-to-shoulder" work with 
individual students on particular papers, but felt that 
because of time constraints she didn't know if she would 
use conferences in a setting other than UNH.
In February, Gretchen wrote in her journal about a 
"terrific conference" on a paper about work. "The paper
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Iwas a grammatical mess, but there was real weight to what 
the writer was trying to say," she wrote. "Through the 
whole meandering mess I could see him coming to the 
'moral' or the 'new knowledge.'" Her excitement stemmed 
from her part in the student's breakthrough: "I had to 
show him [what he had found out], but once I had, he lit 
up  . "
For students, conferences were at the top of the 
list as the most valuable part of the course. In the 






Discussions on papers 2
Revision and editing 1
The research paper was the focus of writing
activities in the second half, but the feel of the course 
didn't change drastically. Gretchen used the same sort 
of exercises to begin the paper. She asked students 
about their history with research papers, gave some notes 
on research, gave a schedule of deadlines, and specific 
guidelines (6-8 pages, 7 sources, MLA format).
Then she helped students generate lists of possible 
topics. As they looked at their topics, they did writing
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exercises, talked with one another about how things were 
going, and reported to the class in "press conferences" 
on their topics. Gretchen led the students in press 
conferences, asking more questions of people who seemed 
less focused.
In mid-March she wrote in her journal, "Well, the 
underlying self-criticism gets worse, it gets better, 
depending, I am almost certain, on the phases of the moon 
and the conjunction of the stars."
She also made a decision in mid-March to "read, 
write, re-write (I can work all the editing stuff, the 
unity exercises, etc. into a 3-day pattern, I think.)." 
She said of her students, "They're nice kids; the nicest 
group I've ever had, and I want to do well by them."
In a workshop she often took the last ten or fifteen 
minutes to look specifically at grammar and punctuation. 
In March she read "problem sentences" which students had 
identified in each other's papers. "What spoke to you, 
in the depths of your grammatical soul, in this 
sentence?" she asked. Or she might ask them to "search 
out and destroy" all comma splices in a paper.
She rattled off terminology effortlessly: 
subordinate clauses and independent clauses and 
conjunctions. After one brief lecture, she said, "Here's 
your pick-up line for the weekend. Sidle up to someone 
and say, 'Would you like to know about conjunctive
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adverbs?' Say it smooth and straight, and if they're 
interested they'll tell you--and you'll be able to tell 
them."
Toward the end of the semester, Gretchen grew 
uncomfortable and made a conscious decision to return to 
her "old way" of teaching. She moved into the decision 
gradually, after doing two or three "medicine and candy" 
classes. First she would talk about grammar and 
punctuation issues, then have students do something fun 
and creative. For example, after giving a lecture on 
citation format, she said, "Okay, we're leaving the 'Oh 
God I'm sorry I came to class' portion of class this 
morning." She had them draw a set of circles on a page 
and then make a picture out of each. Then they did a 
freewriting, or a dialogue, or a scene, or whatever on 
the circles.
The turning point came with the "family story" she 
asked them to write. It was spring and the students were 
antsy, and they hadn't thought of a family story to write 
about, as she had asked them to do. So they spent a 
class writing a group story, which was funny and creative 
but unnerving to Gretchen. The next class she told them, 
"After Wednesday's unfortunate episode, we're going to 
get right back on the horse, so to speak.” Then she gave 
them a lecture on editing and distributed an essay for 
them to edit.
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After that, the class shifted. Gretchen spent class 
time lecturing, then having students practice whatever 
the issue was (denotation vs. connotation, idiom, marks 
of punctuation). The students were subdued but obedient.
She told them at the end of April, "I think about 
you, and there are so many things I want to tell you. So 
today I want to give you some stuff before the schedule 
gets you out of my grubby little hands." The 
transference of content assumed top priority, as if 
Gretchen felt there had been enough fooling around and 




Gretchen operated within a series of dichotomies 
that semester, evident in a number of areas--her lectures 
on theme and form, objectivity and subjectivity, 
evaluation and opinion. In March she asked students to 
workshop papers by dividing their time into two parts: 
looking for what the person is talking about, and looking 
at technical things. She stressed objective vs. 
subjective in grading, and in research.
One set of dichotomies was so pervasive that she 
thought of it in terms of "my old life" and "here at 
UNH." In the first entry of her teaching journal she 
wrote: "This 401 course is different from anything I've
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taught before, and the conflict between what I know how 
to do in a classroom (and why I do it) and what they want 
me to do (and why they want me to do it) is a toughie-- 
I'm open to trying everything new, but I just hope I 
don't screw up and fail to do good service to the 
students, or fail to learn how to be a better teacher for 
myself."
In her application for an assistantship, Gretchen 
called herself "pragmatic unto positivistic." Her goal 
was to give students "the tool they need" to succeed in 
academia. She wrote, "I have found that college 
freshmen want the power to write clearly and well...Most 
of my students view their freshman writing course as a 
necessary drill and polish of skills they will transfer 
elsewhere to achieve their individual successes, and as 
their teacher I agree."
It’s interesting that she words her beliefs in terms 
of how students view the course. In the interviews I did 
with students they did not view the course in that 
manner. One talked about writing ability being wrapped 
up with identity: "people view you on the basis of how 
you communicate." He felt Gretchen wanted students to 
"look at English as not just a class to take but a part 
of you."
Other components of her "old life" were that
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teaching writing is teaching rhetoric, which she defined 
as "the classical structure of a logical argument," and 
"unity, coherence, development, and rules of grammar."
She also said, "I'm just now discovering I don't really 
know what it [rhetoric] means."
In her application she described her teaching 
history, particularly as an adjunct faculty person for 
Continuing Education: "Over the years in that assignment, 
I have built a 15-week syllabus that covers the seven 
rhetorical modes, essential grammar and usage, and an 
introduction to library research." In an early interview 
she said that in her 15-week course, towards the end she 
dealt with semantics (getting sensitive to words), an 
exercise on determining audience, and
"operationalization" (defining a thing by its function)-- 
all group activities.
In previous writing classes, she taught "theme and 
form." She saw a split between purpose and the way to 
achieve that purpose. She viewed composition as a tool, 
a way to achieve goals, a way to get through college.
As far as classroom activities, Gretchen did more 
board work in her "old life"--lecture, presentation, 
grammar work. She taught paragraph coherence to ninth 
graders, the five-paragraph theme to high-schoolers. She 
used to copy model papers but emphasized surface matters, 
"not the writing itself."
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At the beginning of her first semester at UNH, 
Gretchen said she still had the same attitudes about 
teaching; "this is just a different way to go about it," 
she said.
Yet she also was trying to figure out what was 
expected of her. She gleaned bits and pieces from 
introductory meetings, but she seemed unsure about the 
overall purpose of the course. Initially, she said she 
wanted students to know how to approach possible writing 
assignments thrown at them down the road. "I assume 
that's what's intended?" she asked.
Even in her clothes, Gretchen felt conflict. One 
day in February she told me she searched her closet for 
as "unteacherly-as-possible" clothes ("pants are good," 
she said). "I'm not sure who I am or what my role is 
here, so I wear the things that blend in--that's one less 
thing to worry about.” As the semester progressed, she 
wore her "teacher outfits": Shetland sweaters, plaid 
skirts, "sensible" shoes.
In talking about the differences between teaching 
writing in general and teaching 401, Gretchen said that 
some things don't change. She spoke about the 
"adversarial nature" between the teacher and some portion 
of the class and the need to "overcome" or "conquer" 
students to get them to learn.
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IShe also mentioned the physical, sinking feeling she 
got when she was "losing them." She compared it to a 
"wagon train on its way and you lose them," and described 
"that look" on their faces: "they’re trying but they're 
not getting it."
For her, the goal of teaching was seeing students 
enriched, advanced, stronger. Her role was that of a 
helper, one who says, "Here I am. I want to help you get 
better as a writer."
Another goal which remained the same for her was 
empowerment, although she hadn't used that term before 
coming to UNH. With her high school students, she would 
have asked, "Why does everybody need a boyfriend?" With 
college students, she would ask, "What do you think of 
what you just read?" Empowerment, then, for Gretchen, 
meant getting students not to act like sheep, to think 
independent 1y.
In our first interview, she viewed writing as a 
skill: "Being able to write is a skill that they use."
Her job was to get them to see that writing is never 
finished, to build a community. For 401 specifically, 
she wanted to have everyone "mess up the room," to do new 
things, try new techniques. The goals she set for 401 
applied both to students and to herself.
She told them in January that the goal of the course 
was expository writing, not art; communication, not
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"creative writing in the sense of writing a story about 
Bif and Meg." She articulated her views to the students 
in a lecture: Communication is from a writer through a
subject to an audience. For 401, she told them, the 
audience is us, a community of writers.
Gretchen saw a natural progression from personal 
essays to larger issues. She had them write a personal 
essay, then a personal essay situated in a public sphere, 
then about work.
Gretchen believed students should talk with one 
another. At the beginning of the semester she had 
students interview, and said, "This is great! I see 
smiles, and people waving hands, and there's noise." One 
student replied that most teachers don't like noise. 
Gretchen asked, "How else are you going to kick-start 
your brain? You need to talk to people."
She made explicit her reasons for doing an 
assignment. Often she had students do an activity, talk 
about it, and then she added her own input and what she 
hoped they would get from it. She told them in March 
that the research paper had a '"twofold purpose': to give 
you the experience of expanding your brains, and to give 
you practice in following standard written conventions."
She also spoke of the "twofold way of reading" she 
wanted students to learn: to identify what the writer is 
saying, and to evaluate it. She asked students to
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paraphrase an essay and told them they were practicing 
critical reading.
On the research paper, she wanted two things: for 
them to have a good time reading and writing, and for it 
to be correct.
She viewed grammar as duty. Once she told students 
"Granted, it's a little anal retentive to worry about 
punctuation and underlining, but it's like flossing your 
teeth. You have to do it."
Writing in class was totally new. Looking at each 
other's papers and writing sentences to be edited on the 
board was new.
At the end of the semester, Gretchen articulated her 
theory as follows:
Writing is a skill, "a tool for [the student's] own 
education." A student has to write in biology, history, 
and will need to know how to write a "basic paper." Her 
job, then, was to show the student what was involved in a 
basic paper: "This is your introduction, these are the 
points you made, you set up these points and back them 
up." "You kind of train them in a skill that they will 
need to do other things."
Gretchen believed that historically writing had 
other purposes, for instance when letter-writing was 
popular. But now, she believed, the purposes had changed 
and writing "has become something you do only in school."
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In a larger context, however, Gretchen believed that 
students "are carrying on the purity of the language.
They need to know the rules and how to apply them 
properly. Because if they don't know it, in twenty years 
no one's going to know." She described the positive 
outlook as "the language will be changing" and the 
negative outlook as "the language will be decaying," and 
she said her view was closer to the negative one.
A sidelight of writing is the discovery which 
occurs. Gretchen knew about the idea of writing to 
discover, and "I found this semester from my own 
experience that it works that way." She found it 
"interesting to see people discover ideas that they 
didn't know they had in writing."
Her role as a teacher was to "lay down standards.
You lay down what convention expects. You can be as off- 
the-wall and imaginative as you like [in teaching], but 
in order to be listened to, in order to be taken 
seriously, [students have] got to put it in a form that 
is not off-the-wall."
In an early entry in her teaching journal, Gretchen 
took issue with the idea that students had to like their 
subjects:
I had my first conferences this morning. Both (only 2 
people before 10 am, when classes start) were fairly 
easy, comfortable. I hear the same comments over and 
over--"I like writing when I know what I want to say," 
or "It's easy when I know what the teacher wants."
When did writing get to be such a touchy-feely thing?
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IDid the scholars of 50 or 100 years ago have to 1 ike 
their subject before they could be coherent (even 
eloquent) in their writing? Apparently it's not my 
place (here) to ask such questions--I've got to help 
these students like their subjects and "get in touch 
with their feelings," so they can write clear essays.
Her next entry:
(I just reread the above entry and I think the sarcasm 
is just a symptom of my ongoing conflict here--my "5- 
paragraph-rhetorical modes” instinct versus the 
totally alien ideas of Murray, Berthof, et al. I'm 
still trying to resist the urge to go back to what I 
know.)
The conflict Gretchen felt generally was not evident 
in the classroom, where she appeared to be an old hand at 
everything. Mainly she kept her concerns to herself, 
writing about them in her journal occasionally. She 
remembered thinking at orientation, "Are they crazy?"
She wondered, "Do other teachers know this stuff? Have 
they been trained?" She wanted some guidelines on how to 
do peer groups, conferencing, and interviewing: "For peer 
groups, do a, b, c."
In January she said, "I still believe the unity and 
coherence stuff is so important." She wondered if the 
UNH guidelines were just using a different vocabulary to 
accomplish the same goal. Her beliefs showed up in 
class, too. In February she told her students, "In my 
other life, I taught people that if they had three things 
to talk about in a subject, they had a paper." She 
didn't call it a "five-paragraph theme," and she seemed 
uncomfortable giving such information to students 
(perhaps because of my presence).
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IIn March the conflict continued. She felt she was 
getting a better quality of writing than she ever had 
before, but she thought it might not be the method-- 
perhaps these students were already good writers.
She also wondered whether her reaction to "touchy- 
feely" ideas was a "defensive move." She wrote in her 
journal, "Maybe I'm afraid of these 'cutting edge’ 
techniques (that's why I rejected all the stuff I read in 
Goswami's 'Teaching Writing' course in '81? That's why I 
struggle now?)"
One day in March, just after initiating peer groups, 
she exclaimed to me, "I never would have believed this 
type of thing was possible. Look at them, they’re all 
working, writing on each other's papers, talking about 
the writing itself."
Yet at the end of March she wrote in her journal her
plans to teach the research paper, deciding to
...attempt to bring this class back to a faint 
resemblance to an academic endeavor--(the desk/board 
configuration in this room doesn't help). I want to 
slowly ease us into a more formal, directed style-- 
it's got to be that way if I'm going to feel 
satisfied. I've thought and thought about th^ touchy- 
feely business, and, thank you very much, I'm going to 
do it my way--(at least this morning).
Thinking forward, Gretchen said, "I'll know more 
next time: how to start, for instance. I'll know to 
trust the group. I'll have exercises on file. I’ll 
choose reading I like. I'll have done things once.
That's how you learn." She planned to get students
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"writing immediately, get the personal narrative out of 
the way the first two weeks." She decided to "stress the 
draft nature of writing" and to "do smaller writings, but 
more of them."
She also planned to "break them to the lecture" 
earlier, and get them used to sitting and talking in an 
organized manner. Her idea of a "regular old class" was 
to have students sitting where they could see the board 
(as she said to them in February).
She would combine the "old stuff": structure, form, 
rules, standards; and add the "new stuff": freewriting, 
workshopping, reading essays, and drawing on personal 
experience.
The conflict between "old" and "new" was painful for 
Gretchen but she said, "This bumping up against another 
way of teaching, like the freewriting, workshopping 
stuff, has been tremendous learning for me."
Gretchen tried to change her theory. She tried a 
number of new activities, changed the way she thought 
about students and talked about their (and her) 
participation in the class. But over the course of the 




The Connection Between Theory and Practice
Gretchen said, "I don't think you can really teach 
teaching." It is possible, she thought, to teach
principles or "tricks," but "teaching is something that
comes out of the person," entailing empathy, a 
willingness to make connections, and liking people.
She did see evidence in her own students of public 
theory she had heard about. For instance, one student 
would attach her prewriting exercises to her papers, and 
Gretchen looked at them and thought, "Wow, this is what 
they told me, and here's someone actually doing it."
Gretchen also examined her theory during the
semester, and grasped again at what she knew before. In
her journal she wrote,
I did some reading and planning and thinking over the 
vacation; going over notes from old courses I taught 
before I got here reminded me of the good things I 
could be doing and getting in the course. These guys 
need work on developing unified essays, coherent 
paragraphs, etc. They're OK writers, most of them; 
they only need to read more and practice more and know 
how to do things (attack an assignment, build a 
comparison/contrast) and know what to avoid (all those 
ugly grammar gremlins).
She would "absolutely" make a distinction between
theory and practice. She believed that theory in writing
is "applied after the fact." She said,
I think people...have looked at all this writing, have 
watched this class in action, and derived their 
theories from that...But practice people don't think 
about theory when they write. They don't think,
"Well, gee, am I, how am I organizing this...."
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In teaching, she wasn't sure about the relationship
of theory to practice. She said.
Hell, I don't know now--I'm thinking about starting a 
class from the very beginning. You don't know your 
class, you don't know the ground, you don't know 
anything other than that there are going to be 26 
people in there and you're supposed to be doing 
something. So you do, before you start, you tend to 
marshall yourself: what do I think, what do I want to 
do, how am I going to achieve that? That's where 
theory helps.
Theory, then, for Gretchen was helpful in analyzing 
a situation and setting goals, but when it came to actual 
practice she said, "theory generally goes to the back of 
your brain and you find that you're really concerned with 
dealing with immediate problems that you find.”
Gretchen said she had a script for each class, 
chosen from various scripts or possibilities. "But 
inside the script it’s all stomach," she said, meaning 
that she went on gut reaction once she was in an 
activity.
The script for the whole course, she said, comes 
from the "head office," and if there isn't one 
forthcoming, she identifies problems herself and "fixes 
them" over the semester. For instance, if the students 
didn't know what a paragraph was, she would work over the 
semester to solve the problem.
Gretchen's metaphor for the relationship of theory
to practice was this:
I have this image--here we go, right off the top of my 
head--of the boat, the plot, the map charts, the
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Icourse. Everything that's decided in the shipping 
office is theory, but you get out there on the boat 
and you're the guy in charge. You're the captain.
And suddenly all those nice little guys sitting back 
in the office in the shipping yards don't mean 
anything, because you're the one who's got this boat 
and you are in control. So you're going, 'Gee, I've 
got my charts, I've got my weather reports, I've got 
my destination all assigned to me, but there's a storm 
coming in and the waves are getting really high, and 
I’ve got three crew members throwing up over the side. 
What do I do?'...The guys in the back room can tell 
you what you oughta do, but you're on that boat by 
yourself. You're in charge. That's practice.
Theory for Gretchen was static. She said, "My
theory is still what it was." She said she added some
new techniques--she changed her practice but her theory
was still intact. She said,
See, I came in and UNH said, "Try this." And I said, 
"Okay, I will." And I did and there were things I 
didn't like and things I did like, and the things I 
did like were the things that worked and succeeded and 
that I could make sense of. They're going to change 
practice... I'11 have all that stuff added into 
practice in my already-established theory.
"New and Used Furniture"
Theory Sources. Change, and Ref1 ection-in-Actioii
In her T.A. application, Gretchen wrote, "The 
greatest weakness I can identify in myself as a teacher 
is a lack of formal pedagogical training...Most of what I 
know about teaching I've discovered in practice or from 
other teachers; I'm not up on the literature."
In an interview she said, "Everything I learned 
about teaching I wasn't trained to do." She learned from 
doing, and occasionally from reading and from other 
teachers.
231
She recalled the following books as helpful because 
they were specific in their instructions: The Writing
Room told her, "You are a teacher in a basic writing 
classroom. This is what you should do...." Rhetoric 
Made Plain by Winkler and McKuen was "very, very clear" 
in its classroom directions.
In 1981 she took a Teaching Writing course. She 
remembered reading Berthoff, Graves, Macrorie, and 
Moffett. She didn't like the class and she didn't want 
to hear about an "artsy-craftsy" type of teaching. She 
thought to herself, "I don't need this." But at UNH, 
because she was more experienced, she thought she would 
like to look at it again. She was more open to "a 
different point of view." She wanted to take ideas from 
everybody and incorporate them into her teaching, using 
what she wanted.
Yet while she wanted to be open to new ideas, she 
also felt that public theories were faddish: "I have a 
feeling that writing and teaching writing is the great 
bandwagon of the twentieth century in education." She 
thought that in "twenty years or so, it'll settle out and 
you'll find yourself back thinking the way you did forty 
years ago, or twenty years ago."
The most influential person in her background was 
Dr. Coughlin, her mentor and friend from the University 
of Lowell. He was her supervising teacher there and he
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"taught by example that teaching is personal, messy, 
down-to-earth."
Here is Gretchen's description of being in Dr. 
Coughlin's class: "He came in and sat, he performed, and
we swallowed his theory." When Gretchen said, "we 
swallowed his theory," she meant whole. Coughlin's 
theory consisted of "theme and form, clarity, unity, and 
coherence"--the exact terminology Gretchen used to 
describe her own views.
She said that Coughlin gave her "a language" for 
what she already knew. Likewise, reading Donald 
Murray's work gave her the same feeling. He illuminated 
her own writing process and gave her a way to describe 
what she already knew.
She also felt that people teach the way they were 
taught. "You want to do what you were familiar with.
You want to teach the way you've seen produces results." 
That tenacity caused her a great deal of stress as she 
tried to carry both old and new beliefs.
It is difficult to say how much Gretchen's teaching 
changed over the years. Her early teaching notes were 
just that--notes, rather than reflection, as was her 
teaching journal at UNH.
The notes resembled a condensed textbook. In 1989, 
she outlined her first class day as follows:
1. Introduction -- cards, sheets, course 
description.
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What is writing? -- student interview
A definition -- communication by a writer 
to an audience through a 
subject
the purpose of studying writing in 42:101
1) making students 
comfortab1e/powerful 
in self expression
2) training for future 
academic demands
Why do we write? 3 types of writing
1) narrative - to tell a story or part of a
story, relate a sequence of 
events
2) descriptive - tell characteristics of
persons, places, things.
Sense oriented
3) expository - give information, explain a
problem or process, offer 
argument or try to persuade
expository writing breaks down into 2 major 
types:










These types of writing are not mutually exclusive. 
Purpose dictates type (remember this)
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The other teaching notes are similar. She outlined 
for herself the points she wanted to make, providing a 
structure for herself and for the class. Other notes 
include "The Thesis Statement," "Grammar," "Rhetorical 
Modes," and "Principles of Rhetoric" (unity, coherence, 
emphasis).
Perhaps the most illuminating section is on teaching 
the research paper. Her notes from 1987 read like the 
other "pre-UNH" teaching notes. She outlined nine steps 







7 . rough draft
8. final bibliography
9. final copy
For each step, she outlined the prerequisites. For 
example, she drew pictures of 3" x 5" source cards 
demonstrating the format for books and articles. She 
drew a picture of a 4" x 6" note card demonstrating how 
to take notes from the reading.
Her notes for the 1990 research paper at UNH were 
quite different. She still gave herself a step-by-step
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outline of topics to cover, but the subject matter was 
not taken from a textbook. She used examples from her 
own head to illustrate her points, and she emphasised the 
initial stages of writing a research paper.
Her opening exercise, for example, asked students to 
write about a previous research paper. She planned to 
exchange papers anonymously and ask, "What do H£ want 
this research exploration to be?"
Then she outlined her assumptions about research:
We are already researchers.
Good researching makes you an expert.
You must always identify a purpose for your 
research.
Purpose influences research.
Research is a spiral, not a line.
She asked students to consider how they would decide
which stereo to buy, and, using their list of sources, 
distinguished between primary and secondary sources.
Then she outlined how students could choose a topic. She 
included these questions:
-What subjects do you know something about?
-What would you like to become an "expert" on?
-What areas excite you--get a strong reaction from? 
She asked students to bring to class a statement of their
topic and how they planned to approach it. Her outline
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for the next class included an exercise asking students 
to exchange papers and evaluate each other's approaches.
Gretchen's outline for teaching the research paper 
at UNH was not simply a rehash of instructions from a 
textbook. She spent much more time examining the purpose 
of a research paper, motivating students to do research, 
and generating possible topics and approaches.
The UNH outline reeks of experience, of a teacher 
who has worked with students enough to realize that 
textbook phrases are not sufficient. This is perhaps 
because prior to 401 Gretchen did not teach a research 
paper to her students; that is, they never actually wrote 
one. She lectured on how to write one so they could do 
it if they ever had to.
Part of the difference in the outlines may also be a 
result of the local constraints, the "ethos" which 
Gretchen adapted to at UNH. She absorbed the idea of 
personal topics and incorporated it into the research 
paper, despite her reservations about "touchy-feely" 
writing. Thus, she spent more time discussing purpose 
and getting students acclimated to the research paper.
If her teaching notes are any indication, Gretchen 
did change as a teacher--when she was transferred to an 
environment which made different demands on her.
Probably if she had continued to teach the research paper 
at night school she could have used the same notes
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Iindefinitely. It was not her own impetus which affected 
her perception of the research paper but the ethos of the 
local environment.
The ideas in her old teaching notes tugged at her 
even as she experimented. The terminology (rhetoric, 
clarity, unity, coherence) remained even as she engaged 
in new activities. And in the end she returned to those 
teaching notes, using verbatim, for instance, her section 
on the semantic triangle:
The conflict between old and new beliefs was a 
continuing subject in Gretchen's reflections. But she 
also thought about more mundane things. In her first 
interview, she said she was going to try a number of new 
techniques. She would look at them and decide in a month 
or so whether or not to return to her old ideas.
She said in April that she thought about each class 
afterwards. She replayed the events of the day, 
reflecting on what had gone well and what she wanted to 
change.
reference (thoughts about word) 
the idea
symbol referent (thing or 
concept
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Gretchen also relied on student feedback to judge 
whether something was working. For example, she had a 
student in a basic writing class who couldn't figure out 
the five-paragraph theme. When he finally did, Gretchen 
knew that her way of teaching had worked because the 
student knew how to write a five-paragraph theme. "I 
know that the way I taught it works when someone gives it 
back to me," she said.
If a student were to say, "Wow, this was fun," or 
"It made it really easy to write," she would know an 
exercise worked. With any activity, Gretchen believed, 
"You know what the point is; [the student] doesn't know 
what that point is. But you're going to take him through 
that exercise so he finds it. So when you know where the 
destination is, and you give him the exercise and he gets 
there, then it works."
She asked students for their input on workshopping, 
an activity she wanted to keep at until "I get it right." 
Initially she wandered around the room, trying to 
eavesdrop unobtrusively. In a later class she changed 
the number of people in workshop groups to ensure that 
everyone's paper got some attention. Then she asked 
students if that formation had worked better. She also 
asked students about the timing of a workshop: "Do you 
think it would be helpful to have a workshop on that 
Wednesday?"
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She also continually asked herself about what worked 
and what did not. In February, she wrote in her teaching 
journal:
(I'm still wrestling with a way to practice focus in a 
paper.) The workshop this morning is full of good 
conversation about writing (I can’t believe they work 
so well together--what exactly about the assignment 
makes it work so well? How can I improve--not monkey- 
wrench--the whole thing?)
In her teaching journal, she reflected on her own part in
the day's activities. On January 24, for instance, she
wrote:
I should have turned that "how do I know what to say?" 
question over to the class...They followed me well 
enough, but I should have let them talk--.
On the January 29 class, she wrote:
We read out 1/2 the class interviews this morning.
When I closed them up and started toward discussing 
audience, I wanted to point out how similar and how 
different we all are as writers and as people. 
Something happened! They came alive, almost, and 
started talking about past writing experience, what 
they were taught to do, etc. It was great, all this 
directed chat, and I wanted to let it go as long as 
possible. I'm going to try to push that button again!
On the natural object exercise which ended up working so
well, Gretchen wrote:
I began the "look look look" exercise (someone brought 
in iam. a ploy I hadn't anticipated) I can't read yet 
whether they're involved or not--most of them just 
looked quizzical (or as if I had five heads). I'm 
strangely optimistic, somehow--they're pretty bright 
and they may just catch the idea of the thing--
Although her reflection incorporated student
reactions, Gretchen did not always make the results
public. For example, at one point in the semester
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IGretchen had asked students to write a description of a 
"granola" for her, wanting them to use vivid description 
and also to elicit a discussion about stereotypes. Later 
on she regretted the exercise, feeling it had been too 
negative. "There were some granola hearts there that got 
hurt," she said, and she would not do the exercise in the 
future.
If another teacher were to say of an exercise, "It 
works," Gretchen's response would be, "Give me a copy!"
If it worked for her, it would stay and become "part of 
the repertoire." If it didn't work, she would think, 
"Maybe I didn't present it correctly. Maybe I put it in 
the wrong place, maybe either too early or too late."
She would reflect on her own presentation of the 
material, save the exercise and perhaps try it again.
Gretchen believed that the student makes the 
approach possible--that is, there are all kinds of 
methods but the student determines which one will work. 
Therefore, she had to be attentive to the students, to 
observe what worked and what didn't.
Occasionally, however, there wasn't time to think 
long. One day in January she had students interview each 
other. They didn't follow directions and switched roles 
too soon. When Gretchen discovered what happened, she 
simply asked students to keep going and gave them extra 
time to talk.
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Later I asked what she had been thinking at that 
moment. "Oh, no!” she said. And, "Hell, okay, there 
goes that. It's not a big thing. Can this still work? 
Can I still get essentially what I want from this 
exercise?" This incident was one of the innumerable 
instances when a teacher is faced with the unexpected, an 
example of Schon's hypothesis that professionals reflect 
while they act. A teacher's actions are not thoughtless 
or undirected--the thinking is simply invisible to an 
observer, and happens so quickly that it may even go 
unnoticed by the teacher.
Of the three teachers I studied, Gretchen had the 
most difficult time. It was difficult not only because 
she was in a new environment, a novice once again, but 
because she was also a professional who wanted to do the 
best she could for her students. Beset by loneliness, 
family obligations, and the strong tug of prior beliefs, 
Gretchen faced her first semester at UNH. The wonder of 
it is that she survived so well.
Faced with a whole new paradigm, Gretchen acted, 
reflected, agonized, and kept her class together. She 
shifted some of her activities. Only time will tell 
whether a rearrangement of beliefs will follow.
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Chapter VII
THE POLITICS OF THEORY AND PRACTICE
"In a sense [the teacher] is working for the school 
and against it at the same time. He has a dual 
allegiance--to the preservation of both the institution 
and the individuals who inhabit it." (Jackson 154)
Power constitutes the skeleton beneath ai>y 
definition of theory and practice. In fleshing out a 
conception of theory and practice, we illuminate also the 
bones of a power structure, because knowledge is linked 
with power.
Consider what happens when we define theory as a set 
of ideas owned by researchers and practice as a set of 
behaviors owned by classroom teachers. Practitioners 
wield little power in composition as a whole because they 
have defined themselves narrowly, emphasizing the hands- 
on aspects of practice and isolating themselves in the 
classroom. Yet they claim a great deal of power in their 
own classrooms, where they repeatedly thwart attempts to 
change their practices and beliefs. Theorists wield more 
power in the field because they publish in journals and 
make public claims to power. Yet they have little power 
over the people who presumably need their ideas most, the 
practitioners who scorn theory as irrelevant to their 
1ives.
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Alternative definitions of theory and practice imply 
alternative power structures. In this chapter I look at 
how certain kinds of knowledge are valued and devalued.
I also offer a rationale and strategies for revaluation. 
And I close with a series of alternative metaphors for 
theory and practice.
The Devaluation q t Teaching 
Ernest Boyer, in Scholarship Reconsidered, gives a 
brief history of the rise of research and the decline of 
teaching in the United States. He sees three distinct, 
overlapping periods.
During the colonial period, teaching was "a sacred 
calling--an act of dedication honored as fully as the 
ministry." Teachers were entrusted with their students' 
"intellectual, moral, and spiritual development." Even 
at Harvard, in 1869, the president declared, "the prime 
business of American professors...must be regular and 
assiduous class teaching” (4).
As the country grew, a broader range of students 
enrolled in college. The Morrill Act of 1862 created 
funding for colleges in every state, primarily 
agricultural schools. Service became a byword for a 
university mission. The president of Harvard in 1908 
said, "Teachers and students alike are profoundly moved 
by the desire to serve the democratic community....Al1 
the colleges boast of the serviceable men they have
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trained, and regard the serviceable patriot as their 
ideal product" (5).
Basic research began to take hold in some 
universities far earlier than others. In 1815 George 
Ticknor and Edward Everett traveled to Germany to study, 
and returned enthusiastic about the prospects of 
establishing research institutions resembling the German 
model. As universities began to offer doctoral programs, 
research and experimentation took on expanded 
significance. (For a thorough history of the rise of the 
German model, see Robert J. Connors' "The Creation of an 
Underclass.")
By 1990, the emphasis on research and publication 
was undeniable, as shown in this (partial) table from the 
Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching 
(Boyer 12):
In My Department it 
to Achieve Tenure if He or
is Difficult 
She Does Not
for a Person 
Publish
1969 1989
Research Institutions 44% 83%
Doctorate-granting 27 71
Comprehensive 6 43
Liberal Arts 6 24
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IThe increase in emphasis on publication is 
startling. When the same survey shows that "for 70 
percent of today's professors, teaching represents their 
primary interest" (Boyer 43), it is clear that a value 
discrepancy exists. Teachers apparently value teaching 
while their own institutions do not.
We seem to be in the upswing of a trend which honors
research and publication at the expense of teaching. In
her 1990 address to the CCCC Convention, later revised to
article form in College Composition and Communication.
Jane Peterson talked about the devaluation of teaching:
I think most of us would agree that teaching in 
general is undervalued in American society. Public 
school teachers now talk about needing three Rs for 
themselves: Remuneration, Respect, and Recognition 
(Dichter 3). In higher education, too, teaching 
yields little recognition, respect, or remuneration 
for faculty. The rank and tenure systems of most 
colleges and universities have institutionalized a 
hierarchy that places teaching far below research and 
scholarship. (26)
Ernest Boyer writes, "Teaching, as presently viewed, is
like a currency that has value in its own country but
can't be converted into other currencies" (37). A brief
etymology on teaching corroborates its former status:
To this day, the names we give our university degrees 
and the rituals we attach to them reflect those 
fundamental connections between knowing and teaching. 
For example, the highest degrees awarded in any 
university are those of "master" or "doctor," which 
were traditionally interchangeable. Both words have 
the same definition; they mean "teacher." "Doctor" or 
"dottore" means teacher; it has the same root as 
"doctrine," or teaching. Master, as in school master,
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also means teacher. Thus, the highest university 
degree enabled its recipient to be called a teacher. 
(Shulman 6)
We have, then, a view of teaching that has been
radically altered over time. Jane Peterson writes of the
contemporary view of teaching,
Our current attitudes toward teaching, though not 
desirable in my opinion, are nonetheless 
understandable. They are understandable from a social 
perspective when we consider such factors as the low 
pay, low prestige, and other messages we receive from 
our institutions and society at large. (28)
Low pay and low prestige, however, are symptoms rather
than causes. Our current attitudes toward teaching arise
from a skewed view of practice and practitioners.
A perception of teachers as tender-hearted, 
romantic, and intellectually fuzzy was put forth in 1968 
by Philip W. Jackson, in Life in Classrooms. He writes, 
"We must ask, in other words, about the overall propriety 
of intuition in the classroom. No one objects if the 
cook adds an extra pinch of salt just because she feels 
like it. But the same behavior on the part of a 
pharmacist is quite another matter." (146)
Teachers here are either cooks or pharmacists. 
Hearkening to Plato's view of cookery, Jackson implies 
that teachers are less than reasonable creatures. 
Alternatively, pharmacy demands precision. Sick patients 
are diagnosed and given medicine in exact proportions. 
This metaphor belies the complexity of the classroom. 
Either view is inadequate.
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Stephen North echoes Jackson when he writes.
To accept the validation of practical inquiry--or, 
indeed, of routine practice--is to accept that 
Practitioners can see or sense or feel signs of change 
that outsiders, and even students, cannot: that things 
are happening that require both involvement and an 
appropriate sensitivity to perceive. That acceptance 
comes hard." (50)
The question is, comes hard for whom? The answer 
is, for those entrenched in certain definitions of theory 
and practice.
Boyer notes that "legislators, trustees, and the 
general public often... lack... awareness of the hard work 
and the serious study that undergirds good teaching"
(23). For those with a broad and flexible view of what 
is entailed in theory and practice, grounded in 
observation and experience, the acceptance that 
practitioners know things comes naturally, easily. A 
more flexible view of the practitioner would move away 
from a positivistic stance such as the one Giroux 
describes:
The role of the teacher is often seen as one that can 
be universally defined in measurable terms and 
generally applied to any class or school, 
notwithstanding different levels of schooling. Roles 
for the prospective teacher are often viewed as 
'fixed' and objectively given. (Ideology 152)
We must widen our view of the role of the teacher,
Giroux contends:
Teaching must be viewed, in part, as an intensely 
personal affair. This suggests that prospective 
teachers be given the concepts and methods to delve 
into their own biographies, to look at the sedimented
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Ihistory they carry around, and to learn how one's own 
cultural capital represents a dialectical interplay 
between private experience and history. (Ideology 
159)
Hollingsworth also advocates the validation of
personal history, experience, and theory:
Teachers with whom I've worked bring valuable but 
private theoretical abstractions of their own 
classroom experiences with them to the university, 
after a full day of teaching, because they're rarely 
invited to make their learning public in their own 
workplaces. (Hollingsworth 10)
Freema Elbaz notes in her study of the "practical
knowledge” of teachers,
...the teacher educator must know a good deal about 
how teachers actually view theory--how willing they 
are to make use of whatever theories they have access 
to, when they are able to see theory as relevant, what 
kinds of theories they find most helpful, and what 
implicit or explicit epistemological stances they take 
vis-a-vis the nature of theory. (68)
I call again for what Elbaz, Hollingsworth, Giroux, 
Greene, and others have already advocated: an 
acknowledgement of the existence and effect of personal 
theory, further exploration of how theory relates to 
practice, and a validation of extant teacher knowledge.
Survey of Current Texts
Most contemporary books on teaching writing say much 
about students' composing processes, how to set up 
workshops, how to structure a course, how to evaluate. 
Some briefly survey competing theories. But most say 
very little about teachers' personal theories.
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I sampled a range of books on teaching writing, from 
the late sixties to the present. Some say virtually 
nothing about teacher's theories (Huff & Kline, Bushman, 
Schultz, Murray's Write to Learn, Tate's Teaching 
Composi tion).
Some make a small bow to theory in passing, as, for 
example, Foster's questions to help teachers think about 
planning courses, or Pierson’s comment on conferences:
"To generate a proper theory and practice, [writing 
teachers] can benefit from the findings of counselors and 
psychologists, who use the interview as a basic procedure 
for helping clients" (49).
William Coles' book Teaching Composing deals with 
the topics of learning and teaching, and he includes one 
assignment which asks students to describe a good 
teacher. Yet there is no evidence that the team-teachers 
of the course wrote on the assignment. Consequently, any 
conversation about whether "good teaching" includes a 
"theory" is unavailable. Coles does write to the 
reader/teacher, "When it comes to the teaching of 
writing, I have my bias and you have yours, but I think 
generally that we want the same things of ourselves and 
of our students, that we share more than we differ on"
(5). I am not sure this is the case.
Stephen and Susan Judy write in An Introduction to 
the Teaching of Writing that an "effective basic skills
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program in writing has the following characteristics...
There is evidence that knowledge of current theory and
research in writing has been sought and applied in
developing the writing program." (24) Yet nowhere in
the book is the issue of theory itself addressed, as
shown in the table of contents:
The Basics of Teaching Writing 
Teaching the Composing Process 
Writing Assignments and Activities 
Interdisciplinary Writing 
Revising, Editing, Correcting 
Audiences for Student Writers 
Designs for Writing Courses 
Assessment and Grading
Richard C. Gebhardt, in The Writing Teacher's 
Sourcebook, entitles his essay "Balancing Theory with 
Practice in the Training of Writing Teachers." Yet the 
theory he refers to is clearly "public" theory: "the 
structure and history of the English language," 
"rhetoric," "some theoretical framework [which he 
supplies in the article] with which to sort through the 
ideas, methodologies, and conflicting claims of texts, 
journal articles, and convention addresses," and "a broad 
awareness of reliable, productive methods to help 
students learn to write." Theory in this view exists 
outside of teachers and needs to be mastered so that the 
teacher may improve.
Some views of theory do center more on the 
individual teacher. Lee Odell, in The Writing Teacher's
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ISourcebook, characterizes teachers of composition as
"pragmatists" who also need to "function as discourse
theorists and researchers." Teachers need to ask, he
says, "Is a given theory valid? Does it do justice to
the complexities (and the simplicities) of the writing we
see every day?" (53)
Alice Trillin, who worked with Mina Shaughnessy at
City University of New York, advises readers of her text:
Before using any specific method or approach described 
in this book, it is essential to think first about 
what is causing the problem the method is designed to 
remedy. What is the rationale on which this method is 
based? Why are students making the mistakes that this 
method is meant to correct? Does this method get at 
the reason for the error, or does it merely help the 
student correct the error? And what might the student 
need to learn before this approach will be most 
effective? In addition, it is essential that we think 
about where the approach is taking the student. Is 
there a carryover from what the student has learned in 
this exercise to other assignments? What is the next 
step? (5)
Another author who does seem aware of the role 
private beliefs play in teaching is William Irmscher. In 
the introduction to Teaching Expository Writing, Irmscher 
describes a teacher-education course he taught in which 
he asked students at the end of the course to "write 
their own 'philosophy of teaching composition' or 
possibly what they think may be an emerging philosophy, 
since many of them have not yet been in the classroom" 
(2). Apparently he assumes that it would be impossible 
for students to complete such an assignment before a
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semester of studying public theory. In the chapter "Who 
is a Good Composition Teacher?" Irmscher maintains that 
attitude is the most telling factor of a good teacher. I 
happen to agree with him, but a chapter on good teachers 
also should include a statement about the teacher's 
reflection and examination, including a theoretical 
stance.
Even a revised edition of a classic, such as 
Rhetoric and Composition, defines theory as intrinsically 
public. Faigley's "Competing Theories of Process" 
provides a thorough overview of public theories but does 
little to dispel the dichotomy between theory and 
practice. The section "New Perspectives, New Horizons" 
includes the issues of gender, class, and community--but 
it does not include a revision of the practitioner 
stereotype.
I don't want to argue here that these books on 
teaching writing are fatally flawed because they contain 
no reference to personal theorizing. Yet I believe that 
theorizing is central to good teaching, and that as the 
role of theory becomes clearer, more "how-to" books on 
teaching composition will include a section on personal 
theory.
Further, these books carry the germ of their own 
demise. All public theories are destined to a brief life 
unless they are somehow integrated with private theories.
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For the most part these authors simply propound their own 
beliefs and attempt to persuade the reader by virtue of 
words. By not integrating their own theory with the 
reader's theory, they doom themselves to short-term 
effect. Reading a book seldom has the effect of changing 
behavior. Because theory is inextricable from behavior, 
it takes a change in behavior to change theory to change 
behavior....
To take one example, Susan Miller discusses the
small effect "process theory" has had on most teachers'
behavior, as shown in the plethora of textbooks used.
...this traditional product orientation still emerges 
in the topics of best-selling textbooks, and in even 
better-selling handbooks and workbooks, which have 
added process-based techniques to traditional topics 
and methods. The process paradigm has evidently not 
"solved" a "problem" that most teachers of composition 
perceived as. a problem, for the teaching that Hairston 
claims has changed ["The Winds of Change"] does not 
universally, nor even consensual 1y, throw over its old 
methods with anything like the surety that astronomers
now use telescopes to observe the heavens.
Of course, textbooks are among the most conservative
indicators of the direction a field may be taking, so the
"add-on" of process to product does not necessarily
indicate a similar situation in practice. Yet her point
stands. Miller argues that process theory and current-
traditional theory are not irreconcilable and that they
in fact coexist in practice. She writes:
After the creation of a paradigm for composition, its 
theory-writing has not resulted in challenging our 
assumptions about the nature, form, or purpose of
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writing practices or our assumptions and actual 
practices in teaching. (16)
Miller questions the efficacy of public theories
which promise much but can deliver little in the way of
change. Maxine Greene also writes about the letdown of
competing theories which seem to promise "recipes" for
the practicing teacher.
Once in his classroom, however, [the teacher] soon 
realizes that he cannot simply deduce courses of 
action from statements about what is known.
Confronting fluid, often unprecedented situations, he 
must continually decide on the most appropriate course 
of action. He must choose intentionally--sometimes on 
the spur of the moment, always as someone who is 
there--because he is committed to a distinctive mode 
of practical activity." (Teacher as Stranger 146).
Some Practical Suggestions 
If public theories have little effect, how can we 
influence teachers’ behavior and thinking? In Everyday 
Understanding, Semin and Gergen ask, "How can 
psychological knowledge be adapted for teachers in such a 
way that they gain the capability of solving their 
problems in a personally responsible manner?" They reply 
that "we should activate teachers' existing knowledge and 
problem-solving capacity and begin with this." (239)
We must begin at the practitioner’s ground, then. 
Semin and Gergen give some specific strategies for 
understanding theories, including self-reports (asking 
people, via questionnaires or surveys or interviews), 
observing behavior, and test data. Their strategies on 
test data (188-89) are innovative and could well be used
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in a teacher-education course. One idea entails giving 
people "material to process (read, watch, listen to and 
so on) and then asking them to recall as much as they can 
of it." The researcher then tries to identify the 
organizing scheme which shapes what is recalled.
Another test asks participants "deliberately to 
dissimi1ate"--to give not their own answers to questions, 
but ones which they would expect a particular type of 
person to give. In a teacher training course, one might 
ask a student to respond to a situation as a poor teacher 
might, or as an excellent teacher might, and thereby 
"elicit the full subtlety and complexity of their beliefs 
and theories."
Linda Miller Clear and Earl Seidman offer 
interviewing as a strategy for teachers to understand 
their background and motivations for teaching. They 
write,
We have developed an in-depth interviewing process 
designed to encourage teaching assistants and other 
teachers of writing to reflect on the ways their 
histories with writing affect the way they teach 
composition. We ask them to do a series of three in- 
depth interviews with each other and to compose and 
discuss profiles of each other's writing experience 
based on those interviews. We have found that this 
process builds trust important to future staff 
meetings, provides an experiential base on which to 
ground critical readings of composition theory and 
research, eases writing instructors into thinking of 
themselves as writers who teach writing, sensitizes 
them to others' response to writing instruction, and 
initiates a forum for continued discussion about the 
teaching of writing. ("In-Depth Interviewing" 466)
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Giroux suggests four areas of inquiry necessary for
any teacher-education course: power, language, history,
and culture (Schooling and the Struggle for Public Life).
He gives the following specific questions which might be
asked in a teacher-education course, using the example of
social-studies teachers:
(1) What counts as social studies knowledge? (2) How 
is this knowledge produced and legitimized? (3) Whose 
interests does this knowledge serve? (4) Who has 
access to this knowledge? (5) How is this knowledge 
distributed and reproduced in the classroom? (6) What 
kinds of classroom social relationships serve to 
parallel and reproduce the social relations of 
production in the wider society? (7) How do the 
prevailing methods of evaluation serve to legitimize 
existing forms of knowledge? (8) What are the 
contradictions that exist between the ideology 
embodied in existing forms of social studies knowledge 
and the objective social reality? (Ideology 59)
Michael Apple calls for a perspective which "asks us 
to place our own activity as educators and researchers, 
and the activity that goes on in schools, within a wider 
social context. Situate it within the question of 'Who 
benefits?'" (55).
Brenda Miller Power suggests videotaping classroom 
teachers in action and playing the tapes for teacher- 
trainees. Given enough responses, teachers will come to 
see ranges of possibility. (188)
Joellen Killion teaches a workshop which helps 
teachers understand and build their own theories. She 
talks about "reflection-for-action," or looking back in 
order to move forward. She also asks students to
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describe her theory of teaching, from her behavior in the 
classroom. (Killion and Todnem 15)
Mary Holly offers some other innovative strategies 
(134):
a. Bring out your old school pictures, records, and 
artifacts such as drawings, newspaper clippings, and 
report cards. Looking at the class picture, write 
about what it might have been like to be the teacher 
at this time. Has teaching changed? What would have 
presented challenges to this person? Have any roles 
and responsibilities changed? What do you notice 
about this teacher now that you didn't then? If you 
could converse with this person today, what might you 
talk about?
b. Find a similar picture from your mother's or 
father's school days. Ask them about this time in 
their lives. What differences and similarities are 
there between their recollections of school and yours?
My own suggestions on practical ways to talk about, 
illuminate, and understand theory follow. They could be 
used by teachers in a training or retraining course, 
administrators, politicians, literature scholars--or you.
The best, most practical, way to "get at" personal 
theory is simply to ask its owner about it, and to do so 
more than once. Sustained reflection will do more to 
illuminate theory than any one-time activity. Questions 
like the following, asked over a period of time, may help 
teachers articulate their theory of teaching:
1. What are your goals in teaching writing (or 
social studies, or literature, or whatever)?
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2. What do you want to have happen for the students 
in your course(s)? How can you help them achieve that?
3. What is the most important activity in your 
classroom?
4. What do you want to teach your students? Why?
After each of these questions, ask "Why?” five or
six times in succession.
If you tire of the straightforward approach, you 
could try one or two or three of these:
a. Ask, "What should students learn in my 
classroom?"
Write a brief response from different perspectives: 
a parent, student, another teacher, a department head, 
superintendent, president of the school, board member, 
local newspaper editor, a person from a different 
country.
b. Think of ranges of acceptability for aspects of 
your teaching. For example, what range of student 
movement is acceptable in your classroom?
Students can Students can
move about whenever get up after
they want to raising their
hand for 
permission
Try writing ranges for whatever aspects are 
important to you. You might include items as varied as 
"range of outside input/interference," "salary," "job
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security," "personal security," "noise level," or "sense 
of belonging to a community."
c. With a partner or group: Each of you write a 
difficult teaching scenario, possibly one you yourself 
have faced. Present the scenario to someone else and ask 
that person, "What would you do in this situation?" If 
you'd like, you can role-play each situation, with 
members of the group acting out possible responses. Or 
you may write or talk about possible responses.
Afterwards, have your partner or another group 
member describe your response. ("Patience seemed to be 
your focus. You waited...." or "You were businesslike, 
almost abrupt," or "You immediately went to others for 
help.") Other people may point out aspects of your 
response unnoticed by you.
d. Write a portrait of a good teacher, either 
someone you have known or an ideal person. What 
qualities do you see in that person?
Write a portrait of an ineffective teacher, either 
someone you have known or an imaginary person. What
qualities do you see in that person?
What qualities do you share with both of these 
people?
e. Imagine that you are taking a class (in writing,
or geography, or whatever). How do you want the teacher
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to behave? How do you want the teacher to treat you?
How do you want the class to be run?
f. Draw a picture of your theory.
g. Draw a picture of the relationship between your
own theory and practice.
h. Generate metaphors for teaching--as many as you 
can, as quickly as you can. Generate metaphors for the 
relationship between theory and practice--as many as you 
can, as quickly as you can. Before you stop, be sure to 
include at least one metaphor which captures what you 
truly believe. Where is the locus of power in the 
metaphors? Describe the elements in the metaphors.
Where does the metaphor break down?
EX: Teaching is like coaxing a rabbit out of a
hole. In this metaphor, students are rabbits: shy, 
hiding, gentle. Rabbits are relatively powerless, and 
rely on escape to defend themselves. The teacher must 
have bait of some sort to get students to learn. What 
happens when the rabbit leaves its burrow? It is 
exposed, vulnerable. Breakdown point: What if students 
aren't rabbitlike?
i. If you are male, ask: "If I were a woman, how 
would my classroom be different?"
If you are female, ask: "If I were a man, how would 
my classroom be different?"
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What would remain the same? What would be 
different?
j. Write a personal history of your writing and 
reading background. How did you learn to write? To 
read?
Write a personal history of learning and teaching. 
How do you learn best? When did you want to be a 
teacher?
k. If your theory had a name, what would it be?
(Ex: "Expressivist." "Fred." "Linda Flower, Jr.") Why?
1. Describe your ideal student. What is your role
with this student? Describe an imaginary worst student. 
What is your role with this person?
m. Where do you get your authority as a teacher? 
n. What would be the worst possible event in your 
classroom, from a teaching standpoint? Why?
o. Draw a picture of or describe the "ideal
something" to take your place in the classroom. (Is it a
machine? A plant? Another person?) Let your imagination 
go here. The "something" doesn't have to be real.
Repeat the exercise from different points of 
view (students, administrators, politicians, parents).
p. Draw a picture of or write about your ideal 
classroom. Draw yourself in it. Furnish it however you 
want. Then situate it in an ideal building...an ideal
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community... an ideal world. What components are most 
important?
After responding to any of the above, it is 
important to reflect again on what you have said, 
written, drawn, or talked about. If you work with a 
partner, let that person describe what she or he sees in 
your responses, giving you another perspective.
Becoming an Expert
The foregoing questions are designed to elicit 
reflection and articulation--the keys to professional 
activity. Reflection and articulation distinguish the 
novice from the expert, allowing the practitioner to move 
between local and general knowledge and to bridge theory 
and practice.
Michael Carter, in his article, '"The Idea of 
Expertise': An Exploration of Cognitive and Social 
Dimensions of Writing,” analyzes the ways in which 
novices become experts. He writes, "expertise is founded 
on local knowledge; experts are successful in their 
fields because they bring to their performance domain- 
specific knowledge attained through much experience 
within that domain" (269).
Relying on the work of Hubert and Stuart Dreyfus in 
Mind Over Machine, Carter posits the following five-stage 
rubric for the transformation of a novice into an expert 
(271):
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Stage One: The novice relies on "a set of global
strategies that can be applied across a broad range of 
situations."
Stage Two: The novice acquires "More sophisticated
strategies learned by applying the general strategies 
in specific situations."
Stage Three: This is the stage of general
competency, "marked by a reduced reliance on general 
strategies and an increased reliance on hierarchical 
decision-making procedures which allow the performer 
to choose between applying strategies and responding 
to the variables in a situation."
Stage Four: "At this stage, performance relies more
on 'holistic similarity recognition' than on the 
conscious decomposition of the features of a 
situation."
Stage Five: This stage is that of expertise. It is
"marked by fluid performance that is seldom based on 
analytic, conscious deliberation. The performance is 
so much a part of the performer that she is not really 
aware of it; experts simply do what works."
The rubric is most useful for its outer limits. I 
agree that novices begin with reliance on a set of 
general principles, adapting to specifics, and that 
experts engage in "fluid performance." But the interior 
structure of the rubric is backwards; the teachers I
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observed were not following such a pattern at all. Stage 
Four seems particularly problematic.
For instance, Margaret considered herself an expert 
teacher. Her performance was certainly fluid. Yet she 
regularly engaged in "analytic, conscious deliberation." 
Does this mean she had not attained the "expert" 
category? No, it simply means that she is determined to 
continue improving. For Margaret, being an "expert" is 
an ongoing process, not one that stops when she has 
acquired a certain amount of experience. The rubric is 
narrow, assuming that upon attainment of a particular 
degree of expertise a person stops thinking.
Richard, a novice from his own point of view, did 
seem to rely on general principles: he wanted the 
students to think critically, and to be creative, and he 
worked toward those goals by trying out a variety of 
specific strategies. Yet his assessment of progress was 
holistic: he relied heavily on a sense of "what works."
In classroom situations, he "flew by the seat of his 
pants"--he responded hoiistical1y . In his journal and in 
his conversations with me, he was more reflective, 
engaging in "conscious decomposition of the features of a 
situation." Thus he was engaged in both holistic and 
decomposition strategies.
Gretchen likewise used both strategies 
simultaneously. She had a great deal of teaching
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experience, and in her previous teaching experience she 
too considered herself a professional. From the rubric 
we would assume that she seldom engaged in "analytic, 
conscious deliberation," yet the opposite is true. She 
continually deliberated her situation and her choices-- 
illustrating with striking clarity that expertise is not 
a fixed, static category. A teaching expert in one 
situation, she became a novice in another.
In sum, I agree with Carter that there is a movement 
from novice to expert. I disagree that there is a linear 
progression from "context-free rules" to conscious 
deliberation to intuitive action. Instead, those 
descriptions work in concert all the way along, in 
different proportions. That is, Richard seemed to apply 
equally his intuition, working from what he knew as a 
writer; and a set of rules, gleaned from the training 
sessions he attended. He engaged less in conscious 
deliberation than either Margaret or Gretchen, relying 
more on a holistic response and evaluation.
Margaret, whose classroom presence was seamless, 
still reflected on the particulars of the scene: this 
year's batch of students, her own growth as a teacher, 
her changing goals, refinements of technique. Gretchen's 
expertise as a teacher allowed her to respond 
holistically in the classroom while mulling internally 
and specifically her private responses.
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I would define a novice as someone who responds 
hoiistical1y, having little time to attend to 
particulars. Growth comes with increased experience, 
which gives the novice time to reflect on what is 
happening. The earlier reflection begins, the more it 
contributes to expertise.
I would define an expert as someone with experience 
in local strategies, who has articulated global concerns, 
and who continues to reflect regularly.
I would define the progression from novice to expert 
as the ability to balance those three factors: 
reflection, experience, integration (holistic response). 
Those teachers who are expert can utilize all three 
strategies.
Carter writes:
True experts should have a command of the general 
knowledge useful within the context of their fields, 
the general strategies that function in a contextual 
way and allow them to contribute to the local 
knowledge of the field, to increase, question, or 
change the knowledge that constitutes the domain.
(274)
In addition, I believe the true expert has the motivation 
and ability to reflect on general and specific knowledge, 
because without reflection there is no way to "increase, 
question, or change" knowledge and behavior.
I don't want to create an argument where none 
exists. For the most part I think Carter's analysis of 
novice and expert is illuminating. But it is a static
267
view, and what I have been arguing throughout this 
dissertation is that knowledge, theory, practice, 
reflection--al1 are active. Being an expert is more than 
having knowledge; it also entails utilizing and refining 
that knowledge, and that is a process which should begin 
in the novice stage and continue for as long as the 
person works. It is not the movement from one point to 
another, but the increasing sophistication of interaction 
of various ways of understanding the world which makes an 
expert.
In training teachers, we need to make available
strategies for understanding those interactions. Howard
Tinberg comments:
We in composition need to reconsider the 
meaningfulness of the local and the particular. And 
we need to discover a way of reading such detail that 
will make the classroom a setting that engenders and 
sustains theory while at the same time allowing us to 
reclaim our sovereignty as observers and meaning- 
makers. (39)
The process of integrating local knowledge with general 
principles is a difficult, time-consuming one. This 
explains the resistance of working teachers to adopt a 
new stance--for example, Gretchen's angst when she moved 
to UNH.
Once local knowledge is acquired, it stays. The 
teacher has worked hard to understand the local situation 
and is understandably reluctant to relinquish that 
knowledge to acquire new local knowledge. If the ground
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shifts, the teacher becomes something of a novice again, 
and must re-learn and re-experience, which causes stress.
That stress could be reduced if teachers were
encouraged to articulate their general knowledge early on
and to differentiate between various types of general
knowledge. A juxtaposition of private and public
theories would reduce stress and open up choices for the
teacher. As Peterson says,
The new demands of teaching simultaneously require and 
develop the same habits of mind that we have long 
associated with research and scholarship. If we 
expect students to be active learners, engaged in 
conscious theorizing and open to being transformed, we 
must also approach teaching as active, committed 
learners and knowers.... (32)
Maxine Greene, in Teacher as Stranger, writes:
Most important, the teacher can become self-conscious 
about his role in the sense-making process. If he 
recognizes this role, he will have intensely personal 
reasons for clearing up ambiguities and for raising 
questions about what "reality" means, what "truth" 
means, what "the good" implies. (10)
Public Arena
Private theory, as Greene shows, has public implications.
Giroux echoes Greene when he says:
What classroom teachers can and must do is work in 
their respective roles to develop pedagogical theories 
and methods that link self-ref lection and 
understanding with a commitment to change the nature 
of the larger society." (Ideology 58)
Giroux validates intellectual endeavors as a worthwhile
arena in which to spend one's life, and his idea of the
"transformative intellectual" resonates for me.
269
Transformative intellectuals, working out of a 
radical pedagogy, "contribute to changing the 
consciousness... of teachers and students who could then 
work to change society. The truth of radical pedagogy 
lies in its power to negate the power of those who define 
what is legitimate and real" (Ideology 79).
To be both a source of stability and change is what 
makes teaching such a precarious position. Holzner 
states,
One major issue for the intellectual will always be 
the legitimacy of existing social structure and the 
nature of the collective identities of which the 
intellectual community forms a part. In this sense, 
at least, it is possible to understand why so many 
intellectuals gravitate to the seats of power and are 
attracted, as well as simultaneously repelled, by 
authority. (153)
Power shifts do not come easily, as Nancy Martin 
notes:
Everyone asks questions about education, but research 
has generally been initiated by universities, 
administrators, and politicians. Classroom teachers 
have been the hewers of wood and drawers of water in 
education, and it will take time for them to learn 
that it is they who are in the best position to 
initiate inquiries into learning and to gain the 
confidence to develop this potential. (21)
For Giroux, the tension in schools is inevitable but
productive. He advises us to take advantage of the
available power, by utilizing teacher education programs:
Teacher-education programs operate within parameters 
that are severely constraining, but they also contain 
options for creating new possibilities and social 
realities. In other words, the seeds exist within 
teacher education for developing 'critical
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intellectuals' who can begin the task of generating a 
more radical and visionary consciousness among their 
fellow workers, friends, and students." (Ideology 
156)
One tool for generating a visionary consciousness is 
to reevaluate the ways we describe ourselves. Metaphors, 
as part of our language and thought systems, influence 
our reality constructs. Consider the effects of a 
typical metaphor for schools, given by Wellington: 
"America continues to treat teachers as factory workers 
and children as raw material" (4). Correlations between 
the metaphor and schools appear in teacher/student ratios 
(more students for the money), mandated production 
schedules (standardized curriculum), and quality control 
(standardized tests).
To examine metaphors is to examine our reality. To 
change metaphors is to change reality.
Bonnie Sunstein and Brenda Miller Power both 
advocate a change in metaphors for teaching. Sunstein 
characterizes the work of a teacher as that of "a master 
craftsperson designing with dynamic force, for hundreds 
of individuals, over space and time, within a static core 
of fixed commitments, under a structured curriculum, and 
inside a standardized institution" (7).
Drawing from the work of Trimbur and Gordon, Power 
applies a jazz metaphor to educational systems. She 
writes,
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ILike the jazz musician or fan who develops preferences 
among different artists and their music, so the 
practitioner learns to make choices. She may 
improvise in changing her classroom, experimenting 
with different "themes" or methods presented to her by 
other practitioners. (183)
Within a jazz metaphor, teachers aren't "converted" to 
process theory--they neither accept nor reject it. 
Instead, presentation and understanding of process 
methods for teachers is seen as a much more complex 
process. Individual improvisations and presentations 
of process methods by teachers and researchers may be 
rejected by a teacher or researcher based on his or 
her belief system. But this is a fluid process. 
Teachers are active in developing their own process 
teaching system. As their personal and professional 
lives change, they will make new or different links to 
the individual "improvisations and presentations" they 
have experienced in the past. (185)
John McPhee’s description of Bill Bradley is another
apt metaphor for teachers:
Every time a basketball player takes a step, an entire 
new geometry of action is created around him. In ten 
seconds, with or without the ball, a good player may 
see perhaps a hundred alternatives and, from them, 
make half a dozen choices as he goes along. A great 
player will see even more alternatives and will make 
more choices, and this multiradial way of looking at 
things can carry over into his life.
Margaret described teaching as parenting. Richard 
called it "fishing without hooks." Gretchen wanted to 
give her students "armor" to face the world. Here are 
other metaphors:
Teaching is like building a house with rough lumber.
Teaching is traveling to familiar places while 
venturing into the unknown.
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Teaching is like a hologram. It seems real and 
looks different from every angle, and it's 
magic.
Teaching is a crystal vase: fragile evidence of
workmanship. It's valuable and it lasts for 
centuries.
Teaching is like trying to organize a track meet
Teaching is walking into the lion's den.
Teaching is a form of insanity.
Teaching is a form of babysitting.
Teaching is a fountain of youth.
Teaching is 1 earning.
Teaching is the lone old pine tree in a burned-o
area with new growth slowly forming.
Teaching is a guest.
Teaching is multiple choice.
A teacher is a doctor for the ills of education.
Teachers live in a fish bowl.
Good teachers are entertainers.
Teachers are mountain guides moving people into new 
territories of hills and valleys.
A teacher is the palette; learning is blending 
colors to obtain new variations.
I gathered these metaphors--some commonplace, some 
visionary--from teachers in conferences and workshops.
As I continue to listen in on conversations, I think
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patterns will emerge which will tell us more about our 
perceptions and our realities.
Often we are narrow in our thinking, constructing 
all sorts of boundaries for ourselves. Practitioners 
don't theorize, they just teach. Theorists don't teach, 
they just think about it. Those who can, do; those who 
can't, teach.
The teachers' metaphors refute the narrowness of 
common definitions. In thinking of ourselves in 
radically altered ways, in breaking out of the 
stereotypes we construct for ourselves, we become better 
practitioners and theorists--more whole, more alive to 
the possibilities inherent in being human.
Maxine Greene, in Teacher as Stranger, writes:
If the teacher agrees to submerge himself into the 
system, if he consents to being defined by others' 
views of what he is supposed to be, he gives up his 
freedom "to see, to understand, and to signify" for 
himself. If he is immersed and impermeable, he can 
hardly stir others to define themselves as 
individuals. If, on the other hand, he is willing to 
take the view of the homecomer and create a new 
perspective on what he has habitually considered real, 
his teaching may become the project of a person 
vitally open to his students and the world. Then he 
will be in a position to define himself as "admirable" 
in Mer1eau-Ponty's sense. He will be continuously 
engaged in interpreting a reality forever new; he will 
feel more alive than he ever has before. (270)
Reflect. Articulate. Write your own metaphor.
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Before the semester began, I taped open-ended 
interviews with each teacher, asking about their 
educational background, beliefs about teaching writing, 
feelings and plans for the upcoming semester, and who or 
what people, texts, experiences had influenced their 
thinking about teaching. Utilizing the general 
strategies for interviewing suggested by Schatzman and 
Strauss in Field Research, I established a rapport with 
participants, communicating the idea that "the 
informant's views are acceptable and important" (74).
Throughout the semester, I conducted these open- 
ended interviews with the participants. I continued to 
collect background information; I asked about specific 
techniques; most frequently I asked, "Why did you do
______________ ?" At the end of the study, I held a final
interview with each participant. At that point, I asked 
explicitly about that person's theory of teaching 
writing. In each case, it was similar to what I had 
already pieced together from working with the person over 
the semester.
Each participant also had input into the write-up.
I mailed an initial draft, describing the classroom, the 
teacher, the "theory and practice" as I perceived it, to 
each teacher. All marked up their drafts, checking for 
accuracy, expanding or explaining some points. But the 
revisions were surface rather than substantive. All of 
the teachers felt that the portraits were accurate and 
f air.
In addition to talking with participants, I observed 
each teacher's 401 class for the entire semester. I 
spent three days a week in Richard's and Gretchen's 
classes, two days a week in Margaret's. During each 
class, using Geertz's premise of "thick description" and 
Miles and Huberman's Qualitative Data Analysis as a 
guideline, I took field notes. I recorded classroom 
activities, questions the teacher asked and directions 
she or he gave, the teacher's gestures, movements, and 
attitude (so far as I could describe it), reactions of 
the students, changes in the classroom over the course of 
the semester (in procedure, tone, or activities), and any 
other information which seemed pertinent.
As Miles and Huberman note, a tremendous amount of 
time and energy can be wasted if a researcher tries to
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absorb everything. Therefore, I continually returned to 
the conceptual framework of the project, what Miles and 
Huberman explain as the "main dimensions to be studied-- 
the key factors, or variables--and the presumed 
relationships among them” (28). In this case, the key 
factors were practice (what does the teacher do?) and 
theory (why is the teacher doing this?) My field notes 
consisted primarily of activities; the interviews 
illuminated goals and beliefs.
In addition, Richard and Gretchen both kept 
"teaching journals" in which they recorded their 
feelings, hopes, disappointments, and plans over the 
semester. The journals yielded rich insight into what 
Schon calls "reflection-in-action," or thinking-about- 
teaching .
Margaret did not keep a journal for the semester I 
observed, but she did give me a copy of the journal she 
kept during her first semester of teaching. Gretchen 
also gave me access to her teaching notes from her 
previous teaching. These documents gave me an 
opportunity to analyze change in teaching patterns over 
time.
I also collected syllabi, class handouts, and 
assignments from all of the teachers. I got a copy of 
whatever they handed out to students over the semester.
In addition, I collected material given to the teachers 
in staff meetings and mailboxes.
To obtain a further perspective, I took a final 
survey of each class, asking what part of the course was 
most valuable, and I interviewed individual students from 
each class. In these half-hour interviews, I asked how 
the student perceived the course, what the goals were, 
what the "tone" or "atmosphere" of the class was, if the 
student thought the teacher had a theory, how the student 
would describe the teacher.
After the semester was over, I examined course 
evaluations for each class, looking for patterns in 
descriptions of the teacher and what students had 
learned.
Finally, because conferences are so much a part of 
the 401 course at UNH, I tape-recorded one day of 
conferences with each teacher.
As I immersed myself in the project over the 
semester, I wrote weekly memos on each teacher, building 
a portrait of each "theory," identifying patterns in the 
classroom, asking questions to pursue in further 
observations and interviews. The weekly memos anchored 
the wealth of data and helped me maintain my focus. In 
addition, I met with my dissertation advisor and 
individual members of my committee to discuss progress 
and preliminary findings.
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After the semester and final interviews were over, I 
began analyzing data. I used the following coding 
system:
B Biographical information
E Local environment; UNH guidelines or 
constraints or atmosphere
C Classroom descriptions and environment
P Practice; activities; what happened in the
class or conference
A Articulated theory; whenever the teacher talked 
about goals or beliefs
R Reflection-in-action; evidence that the teacher 
was problem-solving or thinking about teaching, 
usually with some uncertainty
S Possible source of theory; whenever teachers
mentioned a specific person, activity, or place 
which gave them a reason for doing what they 
did
I Current influence on teacher's thinking or
activity, such as UNH mentor, reading, or 
meeting
P/P Public/private distinction; whenever the
teacher mentioned a public writer or theorist
After coding all of the fields notes, 
transcriptions, journals, evaluations, documents 
collected in class, resumes, and personal writing the 
teachers gave me, I began writing the case studies. In 
each instance, I did a broad sweep, recording all items 
under each coding. Then I did a "cut-and-paste" under 
each item, rearranging paragraphs, looking for patterns, 






DAILY ATTENDANCE SHEET— make lure you sign it every day; atten­
dance is required, but you can take two cuts if you wish
DAILY FREEWRITING— first ten minutes of class almost every day; 
write for your eyes only; date every entry; write fast; don't 
stop and don't think; forget about punctuation, spelling, and 
grammar; try to write more each day than you wrote the day before.
DAILY NOTETAKER— on a rotation basis, take notes as if you 
were the secretary; put your name and date on them; add opin­
ions; give me at the end of class; not graded.
DAILY READER— on a rotating basis, choose a children's book, 
part of an adult book, a poem, a magazine article, a newspaper
article, or a short story— anything published; prepare accord­
ing to the reading hints handout; when you get to class on the 
day of your reading, write the title and author and a short 
quotation from your selection on the blackboard; minimum of 
three minutes and maximum of five minutes; explain why you 
chose your reading; counts as much as a graded paper.
DAILY EVALUATIONS— on a small piece of paper I ’ll provide, 
write an evaluation of the reading for the reader's eyes only; 
criticize constructively and extensively; make suggestions for 
improvement; reader writes own evaluation, too.
DISCUSSIONS--please participate; talk; ask questions; make 
suggestions; volunteer information; correct me when I'm wrong; 
counts as much as a graded paper.
CONFERENCES— 10 minutes; every other week, in my office, Room 
22 on the ground floor of Hamilton Smith; bring everything you 
have written; be on time--every minute counts; call and leave 
a message if you have to cancel in a dire emergency.
WARNING--I hate split infinitives, "a lot," "it's" used in­
correctly; four-letter words, dishonesty, excuses, improper 
punctuation, misspellings, writing without a focus, sentence 
fragments, passive sentences, clutter, run-ons, "sort of."
GRADING— average of all graded papers, reading, class parti­
cipation; class cuts, missed conferences, late papers, four 
late arrivals will lower your final grade or cause you to fail 
this course.
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English 401/Section 23 
MWF 12:10-1:00 in HS123
Richard Cass 
Office: HS314
Hours: Monday and Wednesday 1-4. and by appointmsnt 
Phono: 862*1313 (English Offico)
424-8681 (Home — before 9 PM)
Required Texts
The Borzoi College Reader. Sixth Edition (Muscatine and Griffith)
Love Medicine. Louise Erdrich
(Both available at the Durham Book Exchange.)
Course Requirements
Weekly papers. 4-6 pages, due at the beginning of each Friday's class.
(A weekly paper may be a complete revision of a previous one.)
Weekly conferences (10-15 minutes) with me about these papers.
One 7-10 page research paper, due April 18
Other in-class and reading response writing assignments
All papers (other than in-class assignments) must be typed. You are expected 
to keep all notes and drafts of all papers, as well as copies of papers you turn in to me.
Grading
Your grade will be based primarily (80-83%) on a  portfolio of work handed in 
at the end of the semester which will consist of:
Two 4-6 page papers on topics you choose,
One 4-6 page paper on Love Medicine, and 
Your research paper (on a topic you choose).
Your class participation, including the shorter writing assignments, will make 
up 13-20% of your grade.
1 will grade one of the 4-6 page papers (your choice) before spring break, to 
let you know how you're doing. You can rewrite this paper (and improve your grade) 
for your final portfolio. I'll also grade in-class and reading response assignments 
with a "check" system.
Atf
More than three absences for any reason will drop your grade by at least a full 
latter. In-class writing assignments may not be "made up." If at any time in the 
semester it looks as if you'll miss more than a couple classes, please come and talk to 
me.
Weekly conferences are mandatory, and you should prepare for them. We'll 
discuss bow.
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Clam P artic ip a tio n
Your participation in class affocts how much you u d  your classmates will 
learn. It also offsets your grads. If you'rs uncomfortable speaking up in class, you 
can prspars questions and commsnts ahsad of tints to bring up in class. Ersryons 




Plagiarism is presenting soasons slss's writing or othsr work as your own. 
without giving crsdit to that psrson. UNH has a vary clear policy on plagiarism: if 
you plagiarize, you will fail ths course automatically and be reported to ths Dean. Be 
especially careful of using other writers' words in your papers without attribution.
Copying fee
Your midsemester bill will contain a $6.00 “lab fee* to cover the cost of 
duplicating materials for this course.
Iournals
You'll need to purchase a notebook of some kind to use for in-class 
assignments and also to write in regularly. I will collect journals four or five times in 
the course of the semester, but I'll be happy to read and discuss them with you at 
other times, too. In one class early in the semester, we'll discuss what keeping a 
journal or "daybook* can do to help your writing.
Important Dales
First Paper for Grade Due M arch 9
Research Paper Topic Due M arch 16
Research Paper Due A pril I t
Final Portfolio Due May 14
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English 401/21 O. DiOsronino
MWF 11t10 - 12:00 Hamilton Smith
Hamilton Smith Office Hours:
Spring 1990
REQUIRED TEXTS
Angelou, Maya. £ Know Why the Caged Bird Sings.
Murray, Donald. Write to Learn. Holt, Rinehart, and Winston 
New York, 19&7 (iniTed.}
Muscatine, Charles and Marlene Griffith, eds. The Borzoi 
College Reader. Knopf, New York. (6th ed.l
Your ready access to a good college dictionary (Webster's, 
Random House) and a thesaurus is assumed. For the research 
component of the course, the MLA Handbook for Writers of 
Research Papers is strongly recommended.
All of these books are available at the Durham Book Exchange. 
COURSE REQUIREMENTS
1) Weekly papers - 4 - 6 double-spaced, typewritten pages
will be due on Friday of each week. These 
papers may be, variously, on topics of your 
own choosing or "default" topics assigned by 
the instructor.
2) weekly conferences - These are individual meetings for the
purpose of talking about the weekly papers, 
topics, strategies, your writing problems or 
progress. Schedule your conference for the 
same time each week by signing up on the sheet 
posted outside my office. Prompt and prepared 
attendance at conference is mandatory; only 
the most unassailable of excuees may be 
accepted for absences, and you must bring a 
duplicate of the previous week's paper with 
you. There are no make-ups for missed 
conferences.
3) One 7 - 1 0  page research assignment - We'll talk about
this later.
4) One 4 - 6  page paper on £ Know Why the Caged Bird Sings
5, For most reading assignments, a 1 - 2  page typed
considered response turned in at the beginning 
of class, or a brief essay question quiz.
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Spring 1990
p .  2
GRADING 2 papers - 40%
1 paper on the novel - 20%
the research assignment - 25%
reading response essays - 10%
participation - 5%
ATTENDANCE Three absences are allowed. After the third 
absence, each subsequent non-appearance will 
lower your final grade by a full letter 
(B- to C—, for example). Five absences usually 
mean failure. If you know in advance that you 
will be absent on a particular date, tell me. 
About "late*" - as with absences, if you know 
you're going to be late with a paper, see me 
about it as soon as possible. NOTE; Late papers 
and consistent tardiness to class fall into the 
category of "dangerous behaviors”; know from 
today that such activity is dangerous to your 
grade and protect yourself accordingly.
AND
- This is a workshop course; come ready to write. Bring a 
notebook, pen or pencil every day, and be prepared to spend 
paper and ink.
- You need a good-size folder of some sort to keep your 
pages in. KEEP EVERYTHINGi lists, exercises, old attempts, 
drafts and Aoodles. fcuch retentiveness provides you a 
history of your progress, a resource file of ideas you can 
look back to, and unquestionable proof of authorship. You 
never know...
- Everything you turn in must be typed. Plan right away how 
you will meet that requirement.
- At the end of the semester, you will turn in a completed 
portfolio of your two best papers and the other graded 
writing listed above. The portfolio may contain revisions 
(discussed with me in conference, in advance) of any papers 
written throughout the semester but must include the 
research assignment. There is no final exam.
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